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ABSTRACT
Tablets as a Vehicle for Imprisoned People’s Digital Connections with Loved Ones
by
Andrea Mufarreh
Advisor: Dr. Amy Adamczyk
The intersection between criminal justice and technology is fairly understudied, despite
increasing technological advancements in the world and within the criminal justice system. A
rather recent addition to the technological landscape of prison is the adoption of tablets used by
imprisoned people for communication and connection with loved ones and other activities,
which is particularly important given the context of COVID-19, a virus which caused a global
pandemic from 2020-2022. While the use of tablets by imprisoned people appears to be a new
trend, the use of tablets in prison both prior to and during the pandemic has remained an untested
phenomenon, not yet evaluated by social scientists. The dissertation sought to address this gap in
literature by interviewing fifteen people formerly incarcerated in the Ohio State Department of
Rehabilitation and Correction (ODRC) and surveying a difficult to reach population, people
currently incarcerated in ODRC (n=78), concerning their communication with loved ones using
tablets and its meaning on their life and re-entry into society. The results of this study indicate
that tablets are socially-situated in nature, and therefore the meaning of tablets depends upon the
use of tablets by imprisoned people which is mediated by several factors concerning imprisoned
people’s individual and environmental contexts. The quantitative study indicates that imprisoned
people’s use and experience of tablets prior to and during COVID-19 is mediated by their
demographic characteristics such as their age, parental status, marital status, and years served in
prison, according to the quantitative study. The qualitative study indicates that several factors
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concerning imprisoned people’s life inside of prison (e.g., technical glitches and correctional
officers’ attitudes) and outside of prison (e.g., their support system and financial standing)
mediate their use of tablets in prison, and ultimately undermine the meaning of tablets for
imprisoned people.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION, BACKGROUND AND RATIONALE
The Present Study
From 1950 to 1970, the United States’ incarceration rate was similar to that of many
European countries; however, during the 1970s, the United States’ incarceration rate began to
rise while other countries’ incarceration rates remained the same and converged (Enns, 2016, p.
3). The United States has one of the highest incarceration rates in the world, in which 698 of
every 100,000 people are incarcerated (Wagner & Sawyer, 2018). Despite the more recent
decreases in the incarceration rate, non-white people are incarcerated disproportionately more
than white people. In 2018, black males were incarcerated 5.8 times more than white males, and
black females were incarcerated 1.8 times more than white females (Bureau of Justice Statistics,
2020). In addition, 95% of all state prisoners will at some point be released from prison and will
re-enter into society (Hughes & Wilson, 2020). Because most state prisoners will be released and
will have to navigate re-entry, maintaining connections with loved ones1 is important, especially
for the communities most impacted by incarceration, particularly the black community.
As incarceration rates in the United States have increased over time, the United States has
also experienced a major expansion in the personal use of technology. In the last thirty years, the
internet, personal computers, and cell phones have allowed for almost constant digital connection
to others. For the vast majority of Americans, this change has had a major impact on their dayto-day lives. For law enforcement as well, technological changes have brought more efficient
communication and timely responses to emergencies as well as accountability with the use of
body cameras. Despite the profound change that technology has had, and the increasing

“Loved ones” refers to family members and friends outside of prison. The survey questions ask about “family
members and loved ones” in order to account for all close family members and friends that imprisoned people may
connect with. In addition, there are questions which ask who they keep in touch with, including several categories,
such as friends.
1

1

technological advancements throughout the world, the intersection between criminal justice and
technology is fairly understudied in the field of criminal justice. However, other fields,
particularly the science, technology, and society (STS) field has grappled with the effects of
technology in society, how technology may reinforce existing inequalities (Hackett,
Amsterdamska, Lynch, Wajcman, 2008), and the social construction of technology (Bijker,
Hughes & Pinch, 1987) – topics which will be further explored in this project.
U.S. correctional agencies are investing in increasing the technological landscape of
prison in order to increase social, educational, and recreational opportunities for imprisoned
people. In addition, because the technology industry is constantly creating and innovating new
technology, increasing the access to technology in prison allows imprisoned people to remain upto-date with newer technological advancements. A rather recent addition to the technological
landscape of prison is the adoption of tablets for imprisoned people to be used for
communication and connection with loved ones, education, and recreational activities. While the
use of tablets by imprisoned people appears to be a new trend, understanding the effect of their
use of tablets on their relationships with loved ones outside of prison has remained an untested
phenomenon. Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic sped up the adoption of technology in
prison in order to account for virtual communication needs due to the prohibition of in-person
visits. This dissertation will begin exploring this important gap in existing research.
This study aims to understand the impact of tablets on communication and connection
between imprisoned people and their loved ones, as well as the impact of virtual communication
during COVID-19 on imprisoned people’s communication with their loved ones. To further
understanding on this topic, this mixed methods study consists of fifteen semi-structured
interviews with people formerly incarcerated in the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and
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Correction (ODRC) and a sample of 78 imprisoned people currently incarcerated in the ODRC.
While the goal was a much larger sample, imprisoned people are a hard-to-reach population, and
they were particularly hard to reach during the height of COVID-19 due to the restrictions on
conducting research in prison. The ODRC is a state prison, which is fairly representative of the
U.S. prison population, and has contracts with two prison technology companies, GTL and JPay,
which will be discussed further. The interviews and survey will assess currently and formerly
incarcerated people’s access to and use of tablets to communicate with loved ones, and on their
re-entry into society.
This document begins with the background and rationale and the theoretical and
empirical frameworks which inform the project. It continues with the research questions and
hypotheses, the data collection, methodology, and data analysis plan. Next, I discuss the insights
from the interviews and the findings from the survey, and conclude with the study’s ethics,
limitations, policy, and substantive implications.

Current Status of Digital Technology in Prison for Communication Purposes
There have been some studies that report on the current status of technology in prison
which are helpful to frame this research study. While computers and access to the internet are
generally limited in most countries or are used solely for educational purposes, Kerr and Willis
(2018) note that since 2006, the Federal Bureau of Prisons (FBOP) has allowed imprisoned
people to send electronic messages to approved persons for a fee using the Trust Fund Limited
Inmate Computer System (TRULINCS) (Kerr & Willis, 2018). In addition, prisons are
increasingly allowing video visitation, which allows imprisoned people to communicate with
their lawyers and their loved ones (Digard, diZerega, Yaroni & Rinaldi, 2016; Kerr & Willis,
2018). Furthermore, McLeod and Bonsu (2018) discussed how in-person family visits are

3

diminishing and video visitation through video technology has emerged, in their assertion of the
importance of early and frequent visitation for imprisoned fathers and their children.
The Vera Institute of Justice conducted a national survey on video visitation to all U.S.
state prisons in which they learned that fifteen states2 allow imprisoned people access to video
visitation in some facilities and several other states intend to offer video visitation to imprisoned
people (Digard, diZerega, Yaroni & Rinaldi, 2016). Specifically, seven prisons allow imprisoned
people access to personal computers, eleven states allow community-based terminals, and five
prisons have prison-based terminals (Digard, diZerega, Yaroni & Rinaldi, 2016). The authors
also indicate that video visitation helps imprisoned people to maintain relationships with their
loved ones outside of prison and facilitate an easier way to stay connected without having to
travel (Digard, diZerega, Yaroni & Rinaldi, 2016). Kerr and Willis (2018) briefly note the use of
tablets in prisons by describing kiosks with touch screen devices shared by imprisoned people in
a housing area which allows them to purchase digital media (music, e-books), transfer money,
schedule appointments (e.g., visits, programs, education, etc.), access information about their
sentence, make prison canteen purchases, receive electronic messages, and engage in educational
and leisure activities. While these studies did not address the effects of the use of tablets in
prison in particular, most tablets have video visitation capabilities and this dissertation will
assess the use of video visitation by imprisoned people, as well other important tablet uses.

Significant Journalistic Accounts Concerning Tablets
Due to the lack of research on the use of tablets in prison, journalistic accounts are a
necessary resource to understand the prison technology industry. Journalistic accounts are

2

The fifteen states that allow video visitation are Alabama, Alaska, Georgia, Hawaii, Indiana, Maryland, New
Jersey, New York, North Dakota, Ohio, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Tennessee, Virginia, and Washington.
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particularly important in this case due to the breadth of the investigative journalism concerning
imprisoned people’s use of tablets in prison. Open-source news articles indicate that ten states,
other than Ohio, have adopted tablets – Idaho, Colorado, Missouri, New York, South Dakota,
Indiana, Delaware, Maine, South Carolina, and West Virginia (Finkel and Bertram, 2019). Since
2017,3 these prisons have adopted the use of “correction-grade” tablets, particularly GTL and
JPay tablets, to be used by imprisoned people for the purpose of communication with loved ones
(e.g., email, e-cards, video-grams, or video visits) as well as to listen to music, play games, read
the news, and conduct legal research, etc. (GTL, n.d.; JPay, n.d.). Two other tablet providers,
Edovo and American Prison Data Systems (APDS) provide tablets with educational and job
training content (APDS, n.d.; Edovo, n.d.).
As stated, GTL and JPay are the two main private tablet providers, and Edovo and APDS
are the two main public benefit corporations (PBCs) tablet providers (APDS, n.d.; Edovo, n.d.;
Finkel and Bertram, 2019; GTL, n.d.; JPay, n.d.). Public benefit corporations are legally
committed to their mission statement for social impact, similarly to non-profits; however, nonprofits aim to serve a public benefit without making a profit, whereas public benefit corporations
have shareholders who own the company and do aim to make a profit while remaining legally
responsible to carry out their mission (Benefit Corporation, 2020). On the other hand, privately
owned companies do not have a legal incentive to remain mission-oriented. As stated, APDS and
Edovo are education technology companies which primarily aim to provide educational
programming on tablets to increase job prospects and decrease recidivism for incarcerated people
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There have been some security concerns with the tablets, particularly in Idaho state prison, who suspended their
contract to provide tablets to imprisoned people due to a security breach in Idaho state prison in which imprisoned
people “exploited a security flaw in their tablets and transferred $225,000 into their own accounts” (Waters, 2018).
Colorado state prison suspended their contract with their tablet provider as well due to other security concerns
(Waters, 2018). Security breaches are understandably a concern for correctional agencies; however, most states have
kept their contracts with these tablet providers.
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after release from prison (APDS, n.d.; Edovo, n.d.) whereas JPay and GTL tablets are advertised
primarily for communication with people outside of prison (JPay, n.d.; GTL, n.d.). This
dissertation will focus on the use of JPay and GTL tablets for communication because the
subjects of this dissertation, imprisoned people in Ohio state prisons, have access to JPay and
GTL tablets. While this dissertation will focus on the use of JPay and GTL tablets for
communication, understanding the prison tablet industry, including the services provided and the
cost of services provided is essential because costs may be a barrier for imprisoned people to use
tablets.
Generally, JPay tablets are purchased by an imprisoned person or by their loved ones for
their personal use (JPay, n.d.). On the other hand, GTL tablets are purchased by the prison and
provided to imprisoned people (GTL, n.d.). Edovo and APDS tablets are purchased by the prison
and provided to imprisoned people to be used for educational or job training purposes at no cost
to the imprisoned person (APDS, n.d.; Edovo, n.d.). The context concerning the different uses of
the four tablet providers, in addition to their business model (e.g., private versus PBC) is
significant because several open-source news articles point to the predatory pricing and costprohibitive nature of utilizing tablets for communication services and other services in prison
(Finkel & Bertram, 2019; Riley, 2018; Waters, 2018). This context will be further developed and
discussed in the theoretical framework “Political Economy of Tablets in Prison” section.
Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, correctional facilities all throughout the U.S. shut down
in-person visitation programs to curb the spread of COVID-19 and protect correctional staff as
well as imprisoned people from the virus (Brennan Center for Justice, 2021). However, despite
prohibition of in-person visits, some jails and prisons are overcrowded, preventing appropriate
social distancing measures (Brennan Center for Justice, 2021). Furthermore, some jails and
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prisons have had outbreaks of COVID-19 after correctional employees were exposed and
infected with COVID-19 outside of the facility, and then subsequently brought it into the facility
(Brennan Center for Justice, 2021). In response to the pandemic and to prevent further infection,
some jails and prisons either newly provided or expanded access to digital technology in order to
allow imprisoned people to communicate with loved ones, lawyers, and clergy at a free or
reduced cost for a limited number of phone calls and/or video conferences (Hendel, 2020).
The COVID-19 pandemic shed light on the exorbitant cost of phone calls, since it was
one of the few forms of connection with loved ones that imprisoned people have had access to
(Van Ness, 2021). For example, some jails and prisons in Connecticut and California offer free
phone calls for imprisoned people; some jails and prisons in Kentucky offer reduced costs for
phone calls, and proposals for free and/or reduced cost phone calls are being debated in several
U.S. states (Van Ness, 2021). The study of communication with loved ones during the COVID19 pandemic, is essentially a study of digital communication, which is the focus of this
dissertation.

Importance of Prison Visits
Because there is little research on the impact of imprisoned people’s use of technology
(tablets) for communication services such as video visits, illustrating the importance of in-person
prison visits is particularly important background information for this study. First, imprisoned
people have a legal right to be visited and prison administrators have the discretion to limit or
create rules surrounding visitation to address safety and security concerns for imprisoned people
and staff (Overton v. Bazzetta, 2003; Schafer, 1991). Cochran and Mears (2013) state “implicit
in this legal right is the moral argument that deprivation of liberty, via incarceration, should not
entail complete isolation from family, friends, and communities” (p. 253).

7

Second, social isolation and separation from loved ones are difficult for imprisoned
people and greatly impacts their adjustment in prison. Social ties and bonds with loved ones
outside of prison may reduce challenges and strains faced during and after imprisonment
(Blevins, Listwan, Cullen, & Jonson, 2010; Hairston, 1991; Jiang &Winfree, 2006). Maintaining
social bonds in prison in the form of visits also benefits imprisoned people because social bonds
may exert social control on their actions (Hirschi, 1969; Sampson & Laub, 1993). Moreover,
allowing imprisoned people access to visits from their communities may allow for communities’
social altruism and social cohesion to benefit imprisoned people with more visits and more social
support upon release from prison (Chamlin & Cochran, 1997; Christian, Mellow, & Thomas,
2006).
Third, Cochran and Mears (2013) point out that imprisoned people themselves have
“highlighted the importance of social ties” which may not only help manage their imprisonment,
but also their re-entry into society. Findings from empirical studies have mirrored this assertion
from imprisoned people that visits can be incredibly beneficial for their behavior in prison as
well as for their re-entry into society (Bales & Mears, 2008; Christian, Mellow, & Thomas,
2006; Cobbina, Huebner, & Berg, 2012). Visits and other forms of social connection with loved
ones in prison may also specifically aid formerly incarcerated people in finding housing, work,
and avoiding criminal activity (Visher & Travis, 2003).
Improving outcomes (e.g., recidivism, employment, housing) for formerly incarcerated
people re-entering into society has been on the radar of practitioners and policymakers for some
time. However, despite the clear importance of visits for imprisoned people, many imprisoned
people do not receive many visits. Studies have shown that almost 40% of imprisoned people in
Minnesota (Duwe & Clark, 2011) and 58% of imprisoned people in Florida (Bales & Mears,
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2008), did not receive visits in the time period studied. Furthermore, in a national survey of
imprisoned people in U.S. state prisons between 2000 and 2003, 52% of people surveyed did not
receive visits and almost 69% had not received visits in the last month (Bureau of Justice
Statistics, 2004). Visits may not occur due to barriers such as paying fees, childcare, time off
work, travel, and the prison’s visiting policies, which will be further discussed (Christian, 2005;
Datesman & Cales, 1983; Schafer, 1991; Tewksbury & DeMichele, 2005). In addition, because
minorities are more likely to experience socioeconomic burdens, they may experience financial
burdens when visiting loved ones in prison more acutely than their non-minority counterparts
(Cochran, Mears & Bales, 2017). As such, access to tablets may not only increase social ties, but
also reduce the inequalities that may exist concerning access to social ties during incarceration.
The study of the use of tablets for video visitation is relevant in this respect, as maintaining
social connections virtually is likely more convenient and cheaper than in-person visits, though
likely less fulfilling (Holtzmann, Declerck, Turcotte, Lisi & Woodworth, 2017; Twenge,
Spitzberg & Campbell, 2019).

Mixed Findings on Effects of Prison Visits
As discussed, preventing social isolation and allowing imprisoned people to maintain
social connections with loved ones outside prison in the form of visits is important for
imprisoned people. However, findings on the effects of prison visits are mixed. A comprehensive
review of ten methodologically rigorous studies on the research on prison visits from family
members found that there are generally positive effects after visits (De Claire & Dixon, 2017).
These positive effects include reduced depressive symptoms, reduced recidivism, and reduced
rule-breaking; however, the authors did not draw strong conclusions, as there are mixed findings
on the effect of family visits on imprisoned people (De Claire & Dixon, 2017). This dissertation
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is concerned with imprisoned people’s reported satisfaction, strength, and changes in their
relationships when having access to tablets and before and during COVID-19. However, most
research on the effect of prison visits on imprisoned people is concerned with their recidivism,
rule-breaking, and criminal behavior, and some research is interested in other effects, such as
their mental health. Thus, these findings will be discussed as recidivism, rule-breaking, criminal
behavior, and mental health are likely related to imprisoned people’s perceptions of their
relationships with loved ones outside of prison.
Studies have shown that imprisoned people who receive a higher frequency of visits have
less disciplinary infractions in prison (Jiang & Winfree, 2006), thus visitation may lead
imprisoned people to have positive behavior during their time in prison. Specifically, researchers
have posited that contact with children may increase imprisoned people’s desire to improve their
behavior and life outcomes, thus improving their behavior in prison (Arditti, Lambert-Shute, &
Joest, 2003; Benning & Lahm, 2016; Datesman & Cales, 1983; Jiang & Winfree, 2006).
Moreover, a study on community volunteer visits, including visits from clergy and mentors, in a
Minnesota prison, found that community volunteer visits reduced recidivism upon release from
prison but had no impact on technical violations in prison (Duwe & Johnson, 2016).
Visits may increase imprisoned people’s adjustment to prison (Casey-Acevedo &
Bakken, 2002; Jiang & Winfree, 2006; Lopez, Carlson, & Scheffel, 2009) and adjustment when
reentering into society after release (Casey-Acevedo & Bakken, 2002; Cobbina, Huebner, &
Berg, 2012; Schafer, 1994). Specifically Bales and Mears (2008) found that a higher frequency
of visits during imprisoned people’s last year of incarceration decreased their risk of recidivism
among 7,000 imprisoned people in Florida prisons. Duwe and Clark (2011) found similar results
among 16,420 imprisoned people in Minnesota released between 2003 and 2007. Less recidivism
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(Bales & Mears, 2008; Duwe & Clark, 2011; Mears, Cochran, Siennick, & Bales, 2012) and
improved mental health (Monahan, Goldweber, & Cauffman, 2011) appear to be evident effects
of visits from loved ones outside of prison.
As shown, there is some evidence in favor of increasing socialization between
imprisoned people and their family and friends outside of prison. However, there are some
studies which point to negative effects of communication with family and friends outside of
prison. In particular, contact with children might negatively affect parents in prison (CaseyAcevedo, Bakken & Karle, 2004). Children visiting their parents may lead to anger, sadness and
behavioral outbursts (Casey-Acevedo, Bakken & Karle, 2004). Some parents may refuse visits
from their children as a result of these negative and painful emotions. A study of the impact of
visits on imprisoned people in Florida tracked the behavior of imprisoned people prior to visits,
immediately after visits, and weeks after visits, and found that disciplinary infractions declined
before visits, increased immediately after visits, and then were reduced again (Siennick, Mears,
& Bales, 2013). Additionally, visits from criminal associates may be particularly negative (Bales
& Mears, 2008).
Furthermore, a study of 6,000 imprisoned parents from a larger sample of U.S. state
prison data on imprisoned people showed that imprisoned people who received visits and mail
“were more likely to be written up or found guilty of rule violations” (Benning & Lahm, 2016, p.
181). Jiang, Fisher-Giorland, and Mo (2005) analyzed the 1997 Survey of Inmates in State and
Federal Correction Facilities and found that imprisoned people who received visits from loved
ones, generally family members, received disciplinary infractions for drug and property
violations more than imprisoned people who received less visits. The mixed findings of the
effect of communication with family members and friends through visits, phone calls, and letters
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show the importance of determining the effect of a new potential form of communication for
imprisoned people – namely, access to tablets.

Ohio State Prison History and Tablets
The Ohio state prison system had a small jail and penitentiary prior to construction of
their largest early penitentiary, the Ohio Penitentiary, which opened in Columbus Ohio in 1834,
and housed prisoners until 1979 (Ohio History Connection, n.d.). The Ohio Penitentiary is,
unfortunately, known for the deadliest fire in United States’ prison history, in which in 1930,
over three hundred lives were lost in the fire (Ohio History Connection, n.d.). Many factors,
including the fire, inhumane prison conditions, and low prison morale led to demands for prison
reform and three riots (Ohio History Connection, n.d.). After one of the riots, the State of Ohio
began to investigate the Penitentiary and ultimately decided to replace the facility, initially with
the Southern Ohio Correctional Facility, which is one of ODRC’s current prison facilities (Ohio
History Connection, n.d.). It is upon this backdrop that the current leadership of ODRC makes
decisions pertaining to the treatment of imprisoned people and the conditions of the prison, in
part to prevent riots and negative public opinion.
While there is not much open-source information specifically concerning the tablet program
in ODRC, the former director, Gary Mohr, of ODRC made some comments about ODRC’s
tablet program which provides insight as to their understanding of the program. Mohr stated that
the tablets helped to prevent violence between imprisoned people and provided useful
distractions for imprisoned people (Bohatch, 2019). Additionally, tablets allowed for the number
of high school equivalency degrees to double due to access to programming on tablets, which
would ultimately help their re-entry (Bohatch, 2019). Mohr also stated that they are not
concerned with the tablets being hacked or altered by an imprisoned person, as only a few had
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been altered, and Bohatch (2019) also noted that the tablet company is responsible for paying a
fine if the tablets are hacked (Bohatch, 2019). As such, it seems clear that the tablet companies
have an incentive to ensure the tablets are secure.
Importantly, the article stated that GTL provided the tablets to the Corrections Department
for free and would help Ohio change their physical infrastructure to allow for the use of tablets
(Bohatch, 2019). These are significant costs for GTL, and the company is making the investment
due to the profit on imprisoned people’s use of the technology for communication purposes.
Bohatch (2019) stated that imprisoned people from ODRC purchase illegal cell phones due to the
expensive cost to use communication services provided by the prison and the ability to use them
without a time limit.

ODRC in the Context of COVID-19
The sickness and death caused by the COVID-19 global pandemic was felt acutely by
imprisoned people and prison staff in the tight quarters of correction facilities. Approximately
four of fifteen interviewees were released in 2020 and shared some of their experiences with
COVID-19 while incarcerated in ODRC, which will be discussed in Chapter 5: Interview
Findings. All 78 survey respondents incarcerated in ODRC have experienced the COVID-19
pandemic in prison, which will be discussed in Chapter 6: Survey Findings. The ODRC’s initial
response to COVID-19, captured in a director’s order signed on March 16, 2021, shared their
response to curb the spread of COVID-19 in their facilities (ODRC Director's Order 20-01,
2020). This response included protocols to screen imprisoned people prior to their transport to
ODRC from local and county jails as well as upon their arrival to ODRC and a notice that the
ODRC may refuse to receive imprisoned people who appear symptomatic and/or were in
proximity of infected others (ODRC Director's Order 20-01, 2021). In addition, the
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aforementioned Department of Health update indicated that ODRC would only release people
who are medically cleared (Ohio Department of Health Coronavirus Covid-19, 2020). Further,
the ODRC published their entry screening process which includes questions concerning COVID19 exposure within the last fourteen (14) days, symptoms and a temperature check (ODRC
COVID-19 Updates, n.d.).
The Ohio Department of Health released an update on April 30, 2020, concerning
personal protective equipment (PPE) and their safeguards to protect imprisoned people,
including increased access to hygiene and sanitation products, cloth face coverings, and less comingling between imprisoned people (Ohio Department of Health Coronavirus Covid-19, 2020).
ODRC has indicated that imprisoned people still have access to programming and recreation but
encourage handwashing and social distancing when possible (ODRC COVID-19 Updates, n.d.).
In addition, the update indicated that ODRC has expanded housing units into chapels, gyms, and
two additional tents at facilities to further separate imprisoned people (Ohio Department of
Health Coronavirus Covid-19, 2020). ODRC has also suspended imprisoned people’s medical
co-pay to encourage them to seek medical assistance (ODRC COVID-19 Updates, n.d.) to ensure
that cost is not a deterrent.
Early mass testing in April 2020 in the Marion Correctional Facility in ODRC indicated
that 96% of imprisoned people who tested positive for COVID-19 were asymptomatic (Ohio
Department of Health Coronavirus Covid-19, 2020), suggesting that COVID-19 could spread in
the facilities unnoticed. Despite the aforementioned preventative measures, the union which
represents ODRC staff and Ohio Mental Health and Addiction Services published a press release
in June 2020 indicating concerns about the lack of PPE and the need for more testing and
precautions concerning COVID-19 considering the loss of life of ODRC staff, and imprisoned
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people (SEIU District 119 V/KY/OH, 2020). The release indicated that many employees
represented by the union were working from home and were recently asked to work in the
ODRC facilities, which was described as an unacceptable risk (SEIU District 119 V/KY/OH,
2020). Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, ODRC has maintained a daily report concerning
the spread of COVID-19 pandemic in their facilities, which indicated that percentage of positive
tests was ~68% in April 2020 whereas the percentage of positive tests was 8.4% in January 2021
(ODRC Covid-19 Information, 2021). The risk of COVID-19 in the ODRC facilities seems to
have significantly decreased since April 2020, however, the rate is not negligible.
In order to curb the spread of COVID-19 in ODRC, in-person visits were suspended in
March 2020, though imprisoned people were able to communicate with loved ones utilizing
tablets in prison in other ways (ODRC COVID-19 Updates, n.d.). ODRC began reopening prison
facilities one-by-one in February 2021. All people imprisoned in ODRC received two free fiveminute calls per week through GTL, one 15-minute video visit per week through JPay, eight free
emails per month through JPay, and additional 15-minute video visits available at a discounted
price of $3.50 USD per visit (ODRC COVID-19 Updates, n.d.). The aforementioned services
and all video visits have been decreased to fifteen minutes while visiting is suspended throughout
the pandemic (ODRC COVID-19 Updates, n.d). Imprisoned people were also given free access
to e-books, and the facilities increased the number of permitted food packages from loved ones
outside of prisons (COVID-19: A Year in Review, 2021). Lastly, people imprisoned in ODRC
have access to their attorneys via telephone or video and were directed to contact the Warden’s
Office for more information (ODRC COVID-19 Updates, n.d.).
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CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
Three criminological theories are relevant to this dissertation and will be discussed –
“social bond theory,” “general strain theory,” and “social capital.” While I am not aware of any
research on the relational effects of the use of tablets in prison to communicate with loved ones,
there is some research on the use of tablets and other technologies used by imprisoned people to
communicate and connect with loved ones outside of prison as well as theory on technological
advancements in STS literature. This section discusses the use of tablets in prison in terms of six
frameworks related to this dissertation, namely rehabilitating imprisoned people (“theory of
change for imprisoned people”), in-person visits in comparison to remote video visits (“visitation
modality”), characteristics of visits and visit experiences (“dimensions of visitation”), the profit
motive of tablet companies and lack of financial resources to visit loved ones (“political
economy of tablets in prison”), the social complexities and the non-neutrality of technology
(“social construction of technology”), and lastly, viewing digital access for imprisoned people as
a step towards digital equality or as an incentive for good behavior (“digital inequality versus
privilege”). Below I describe these nine frameworks and discuss how they are relevant in
understanding the use of tablets in prison by imprisoned people.

Social Bond Theory
Hirschi’s social bond theory posits that individuals do not commit crime as a result of
social bonds or relationships, such as one’s relationship with institutions (e.g., school, work,
religious institutions) and people (e.g., parents, friends, authority figures) (Hirschi, 1969).
Relationships with these institutions and people give individuals a stake in conformity to noncriminal behaviors. This stake in conformity can be measured by personal attachment to
communal norms, commitment to individuals and institutions, involvement (time and energy) in
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those institutions and activities, and a belief in a common non-criminal value system (Hirschi,
1969). Thus, according to social bond theory, individuals who do commit crime likely lack social
bonds and thus a stake in conformity to non-criminal behaviors. Social bond theory is relevant to
the use of tablets in prisons particularly in the context of COVID-19, when used to communicate
with family and friends outside of prison as tablets may increase social bonds and thus decrease
the likelihood of criminality.

General Strain Theory
Merton’s (1938) anomie theory posits that there are culturally defined goals which frame
one’s aspirational reference and there are legitimate modes to achieve these goals. Strain occurs
when one is not able to legitimately achieve these goals (Merton, 1938). Some barriers to
achieving these goals include poverty and social status, and in this case, imprisonment. While
this initial conception of strain theory is not particularly relevant to the effect of imprisoned
people’s use of tablets to communicate with loved ones outside of prison, Agnew’s (1992)
expansion of anomie theory to general strain theory (GST) speaks to this. Agnew’s (1992) GST
discusses strain in social psychological terms in which there are three specific sources of strain:
1) failure to achieve positively valued goals, 2) removal of positively valued stimuli (e.g., loss of
a loved one or job), and 3) presentation of negative stimuli (e.g., adverse events).
Based on this conception of strain, those who are imprisoned are experiencing strain due
to the loss of the routine of their day-to-day lives, their jobs, regular contact with family and
friends, and much more. In addition, imprisonment is likely a huge barrier in the achievement of
their goals (e.g., employment, parenthood, monetary goals, etc.). Lastly, imprisonment itself is
an adverse event and the conditions in prison, potentially including fights and/or violence
between imprisoned people, disrespectful treatment from prison officials, and the lack of
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freedom altogether. Therefore, it can be argued that social ties in prison, accessible by tablets in
the absence of in-person visits throughout COVID-19, may decrease the strain of imprisonment
by allowing imprisoned people the opportunity to connect with loved ones (e.g., increase
positively valued stimuli).

Social Capital
In addition to social bond theory and general strain theory, social capital is relevant to
understanding the impact of the use of tablets by imprisoned people on their social ties. Social
and collective efficacy is described as what residents of a neighborhood will do in order to better
or improve their neighborhood, including shoveling snow for older neighbors, cleaning up
neighborhood messes, and creating space for new businesses (Higgens and Hunt, 2016). Related
to prison visits, Cochran, Mears & Bales (2017) assert that social altruism may impact visit
frequencies in prisons. Communities with higher social cohesion and social altruism (Chamlin &
Cochran, 1997) may lead to more visits for imprisoned people from those communities.
Furthermore, communities which support their imprisoned community members after their
release from prison have high social welfare and social support, which may mean that they
receive more support in prison as well, in the form of visits (Cochran, Mears & Bales, 2017).
Therefore, imprisoned people that come from communities with higher levels of social and
collective efficacy may connect more with loved ones using tablets in prison, particularly in the
absence of in-person visits throughout the COVID-19 pandemic.
However, generally imprisoned people come from communities that lack social capital in
part due to high incarceration rates and the resulting fragmentation of communities. For example,
imprisoned people from economically disadvantaged communities may not receive visitors due
to their community’s lack of resources to pay for childcare, transportation, and other necessities
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in order to visit them in prison (Christian, 2005). On the other hand, Cochran, Mears & Bales
(2017) assert that prison admission rates may impact visit frequencies in prisons. Specifically,
imprisoned people who come from neighborhoods with higher prison admission rates may
experience more visitation because their community members may have informal structures in
place to aid in the visit process, such as providing childcare, carpooling, etc. (Cammett,
Christian, Fisherman & Scott-Pickens, 2006, as cited in Cochran, Mears & Bales 2017). In
addition, because of the higher prison admission rate in some neighborhoods, some community
members may want to hold the criminal justice system accountable by visiting (Cochran, Mears
& Bales, 2017) due to skepticism of the criminal justice system (Christian, 2005). While these
community-level factors will not be quantitatively assessed in this dissertation, these factors are
important and some of which were themes in the interviews of formerly incarcerated people.

Theory of Change for Imprisoned People
In addition to the relevant criminological theories, there is some theory concerning the
effect of the use of digital communication specifically. Some private prisons in the U.K. allow
imprisoned people to use PSS kiosks to book visits with loved ones, as well as for other purposes
including ordering food, buying items from the prison shop, checking financial account balance,
applying for education, a change of employment, healthcare appointments, or to join
rehabilitative programming (McDougall, Pearson, Torgerson, & Garcia-Reyes, 2017, p. 460).
The authors posit that governments (particularly governments with higher rates of imprisonment)
should work to reform prisons to become rehabilitation-oriented (McDougall, Pearson,
Torgerson, & Garcia-Reyes, 2017). In order for prisons to become rehabilitative, prison culture
must change as well (McDougall, Pearson, Torgerson, & Garcia-Reyes, 2017). Correctional
officers experience stress at work when the culture of the prison (e.g., punitive-oriented versus
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rehabilitation-oriented) is misaligned with their daily tasks (e.g., instituting PSS kiosks for
offenders) (McDougall, Pearson, Torgerson, & Garcia-Reyes, 2017). The authors also point out
the importance of “self-directed rehabilitation” for imprisoned people (McDougall, Pearson,
Torgerson, & Garcia-Reyes, 2017, p. 459). The “theory of change for imprisoned people” is
relevant to this dissertation because tablets are in part adopted by prisons in order to facilitate
rehabilitation by allowing imprisoned people to connect with loved ones outside of prison.
Ultimately, the authors illustrate a seven-stage framework as to how imprisoned people
may change by utilizing the PSS technology (Appendix A, McDougall, Pearson, Torgerson, &
Garcia-Reyes, 2017, p. 461). Stage one of the framework is the implementation of PSS kiosks in
the prison (Appendix A, McDougall, Pearson, Torgerson, & Garcia-Reyes, 2017, p. 461). Stage
two represents the imprisoned person’s acquisition of digital skills by using the PSS system
(Appendix A, McDougall, Pearson, Torgerson, & Garcia-Reyes, 2017, p. 461). Stage three is the
use of the PSS system for imprisoned people to have contact with their supervisors, have access
to programs (including education and other support), increase their self-responsibility and reduce
their dependence on prison officers, and provide convenient contact with loved ones (Appendix
A, McDougall, Pearson, Torgerson, & Garcia-Reyes, 2017, p. 461). Stage four represents the
impact of stage three for imprisoned people including the following improvements: employment,
housing prospects, mental health, attitudes towards offending, family relations and reduced
tension in prison (Appendix A, McDougall, Pearson, Torgerson, & Garcia-Reyes, 2017, p. 461).
Ultimately, McDougall and colleagues (2017) posit that the improvements in stage four lead to
stage five: “fewer disciplinary incidents arising from frustration and mental health issues” (p.
461), stage six: “reduced…risk of re-offending” (p. 461), and stage seven: “reduced proportion
of [imprisoned people] reoffend[ing]” (p. 461) (Appendix A).
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As shown, the “theory of change for imprisoned people” is based upon the
implementation of PSS in U.K. prisons is an overarching framework which illustrates how the
implementation of a multi-faceted technology may ultimately lead to less reoffending. The
tablets studied in this dissertation (GTL and JPay) are multi-faceted, similarly to the PSS kiosks,
as both tablets and kiosks provide imprisoned people access to communication services, reading
materials, and methods to make requests to prison officials (GTL, n.d.; JPay, n.d.; McDougall,
Pearson, Torgerson, & Garcia-Reyes, 2017). This dissertation is concerned with the use of
technology for the purpose of connection with loved ones, and part of this framework addresses
this issue. Stage three asserts that the use of PSS kiosks provide imprisoned people an easier
method to contact loved ones, which leads to improved family relations in stage four (Appendix
A, McDougall, Pearson, Torgerson, & Garcia-Reyes, 2017, p. 461). This dissertation in part
seeks to understand if tablets contribute to more satisfaction in relationships.
While private prisons in the U.K. are dissimilar to public state prisons in the U.S., this
framework and the study’s findings are helpful and inform this dissertation. In this study, the
authors were most concerned with evaluating stages six and seven, the risk for re-offending and
reduced proportion of imprisoned people reoffending and found that prison disciplinary offenses
decreased significantly and that imprisoned people felt “more in control of their lives in prison
and much more confident in coping with technology in the outside world” (McDougall, Pearson,
Torgerson, & Garcia-Reyes, 2017, p.455). This dissertation seeks to draw from the “theory of
change for imprisoned people”, particularly on stage three’s assertion that the use of PSS kiosks
to communicate with loved ones should create improved family relations (stage four)
(McDougall, Pearson, Torgerson, & Garcia-Reyes, 2017).
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Visitation Modality
This dissertation is concerned with understanding tablets’ impact on enhancing or
detracting from relationships, and on satisfaction, as reported by imprisoned people, in which the
“theory of change for imprisoned people” greatly informs that aspect of the study. Another
aspect of the dissertation is assessing the impact of the use of tablets (whether for video visits or
other forms of communication) by imprisoned people on their in-person visits. A significant
journalistic account asserts that access to tablets enables imprisoned people to connect with
loved ones outside of prison using video-chat capabilities on the tablets, but this may ultimately
lead to a decrease in in-person visits and letters (Finkel & Bertram, 2019). While I am not aware
of studies comparing the quantity of in-person visits before and after the implementation of a
tablet program, there is a framework for understanding the impact of “visitation modality”
(Tartaro & Levy, 2017).
Tartaro and Levy (2017) recognize the four main types of visitations between imprisoned
people and loved ones, including contact visits, noncontact Plexiglas visits, lobby video visits,
and remote video visitation. Contact visits allow imprisoned people and loved ones to “share the
same physical space” (Tartaro & Levy, 2017). However, their time together is limited by prison
rules and can take place in a variety of settings, including child-friendly rooms with play areas,
picnic areas, and “institutional-looking rooms” (Tartaro & Levy, 2017, p. 566). These types of
visits are security challenges for prison officials due to protocols including conducting body
searching of imprisoned people in and out of visit areas, visitors storing their belongings in
lockers, and other efforts to prevent contraband from making its way inside the prison (Tartaro &
Levy, 2017). In addition, visitors must visit during pre-arranged visitation times, have monetary
funds and transportation to visit the institution, bring personal identification, and sometimes
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endure long waiting times (Tartaro & Levy, 2017). Another rare form of contact visit is a
conjugal visit, which is not studied by Tartaro & Levy (2017) and is similarly not the subject of
this dissertation.
Noncontact Plexiglas visits involves separating the imprisoned person and their visitor
using Plexiglas and telephones to speak (Tartaro & Levy, 2017, p. 566). Generally, there are
several visits occurring simultaneously and thus rooms are noisy (Tartaro & Levy, 2017). Due to
the lack of physical contact, there are less security concerns and imprisoned people are not
searched by officers; however, in this visitation modality, prison officials are still responsible for
handling the movement of imprisoned people and visitors as well as monitoring their behavior
(Tartaro & Levy, 2017). In many ways, these types of visits mimic in-person visits because
imprisoned people and visitors can see each other and still must visit during pre-arranged times,
have the necessary funds and transportation to visit the imprisoned person, bring personal
identification, etc. (Tartaro & Levy, 2017). The main differences are that non-contact Plexiglass
visits do not allow the imprisoned person and their loved one to embrace/touch and thus have
less security concerns as there is not a method to transmit contraband. As such, it is not generally
protocol to search imprisoned people before and after these visits (Tartaro & Levy, 2017).
Video visitation was first used by Brevard County, Florida Jail in 1996 in which
imprisoned people communicated with their visitors through a video while their visitor was in
the lobby of the prison (Tartaro & Levy, 2017). In practice, the correctional institutions would
set up conferencing units in imprisoned people’s individual cells or housing blocks and in the
lobby of the institution for visitors (Tartaro & Levy, 2017). Some correctional institutions set up
off-site locations for visitors (Tartaro & Levy, 2017). This visitation modality eliminates the
need for correction officials to monitor the movement of imprisoned people, to search
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imprisoned people and/or visitors, and can decrease or eliminate the wait times for visitors
(Tartaro & Levy, 2017). However, there is a lack of physical contact as opposed to the contact
visit modality and a lack of seeing one’s loved one in-person without contact, as opposed to the
noncontact Plexiglas visit modality.
Lastly, remote video visitation involves imprisoned people visiting kiosks installed with
video visit capabilities in their housing units in which visitors can conduct the visit anywhere, if
they have access to internet and a web camera (Tartaro & Levy, 2017). Reported among the first
use of remote video visitation was the Ada County Sheriff’s Office in Boise, Idaho (Ada County
Sheriff’s Office, 2012). This visitation modality too limits the need for movement by imprisoned
people, similarly to the lobby visitation, however visitors do not need to travel to a correctional
facility or an off-site visitor center (Tartaro & Levy, 2017). Generally, correctional facilities
charge monetary fees for video visits, though these fees may be cheaper for the visitor than
taking time off from work and paying for transportation for an on-site visit (Tartaro & Levy,
2017). In addition, more visits should be possible due to the minimal involvement of correctional
staff to monitor imprisoned people’s movement, search imprisoned people, and conduct the
visitation process with visitors (e.g., registration, storing personal belongings, etc.) (Tartaro &
Levy, 2017).
Tartaro & Levy’s (2017) framework for understanding different types of visits is critical
to this dissertation because this dissertation seeks to understand if tablets used for
communication, including use for video visits, enhances or detracts from relationships and the
number of in-person visits received from loved ones. Their study was interested in learning the
“visitation preferences of visitors at three county jails” in New Jersey and Nevada (Tartaro &
Levy, 2017). While jails and state prisons (the focus of this dissertation) house different
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populations (jails house some pre-trial detainees whereas prisons house those who are
convicted), the framework and findings for this study are relevant to the dissertation at hand. In
addition, while this dissertation is focused on the experiences of imprisoned people, this is the
only study I am aware of that assesses visitor preferences in terms of the four types of visitation
modality and visitor preferences may mirror the preferences of imprisoned people.
The authors interviewed visitors who were participating in contact visits, non-contact
Plexiglass visits, and lobby video visitations, and surveyed remote video visitors in which
surveys were linked at the end of the remote video visits (Tartaro & Levy, 2017). On the one
hand, they found that the non-contact Plexiglass visitation modality was rated by visitors as
stressful and time-consuming (Tartaro & Levy, 2017). On the other hand, the remote video
visitation modality was rated by visitors as convenient and more financially appealing (Tartaro &
Levy, 2017). Overall, visitors indicated a preference for the contact visit modality; however, they
also noted that this modality was less convenient (Tartaro & Levy, 2017). This dissertation seeks
to draw from the visitation modality framework by focusing on the use of tablets for
communication, in part by utilizing video visit capabilities particularly in the absence of inperson visits during COVID-19 and builds on these findings by drawing on the experiences of
imprisoned people.

Dimensions of Visitation
Cochran and Mears (2013) posit that while scholars agree that visitation is important in
order to prevent social isolation and create access to social ties to help with re-entry into society
after their release from prison, studies on prison visitation lack a thorough analysis on the
nuances of what might make visits beneficial, harmful, or have no effect (p. 252). The authors
identify five dimensions of visits that create varied outcomes concerning the effect of visits –
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visitation timing, longitudinal patterns in visitation, visitor type, visitation experiences, and the
characteristics of imprisoned people (Appendix B, Cochran & Mears, 2013, p. 252). The
heterogeneity of visits is important considering the mixed findings on the benefit of visits, and as
such, this dissertation considers some of these dimensions, particularly visitor type, visitation
experiences, and the characteristics of imprisoned people.
The first dimension, timing of visitation, asserts that scholars should study early, middle,
and late visitation because imprisoned people may be more at-risk for misbehaving during
certain points in their incarceration (Cochran & Mears, 2013). For example, the early stage of
imprisoned people’s incarceration may be a difficult adjustment period and thus visitation may
have more effect on their in-prison adjustment (Cochran and Mears, 2013). Middle visitation, or
visits that occur in the middle of the imprisoned person’s incarceration term, may impact their inprison behavior, whereas late visitation may be most effective in impacting imprisoned people’s
recidivism and other behavior after prison (e.g., financial stability, employment, etc.) (Cochran
& Mears, 2013). Cochran and Mears (2013) posit that a dichotomous understanding of visits
(e.g., visit or no visit) does not address how particular visit characteristics, such as the timeframe
of the visit in the context of the imprisoned person’s incarceration, may have nuanced effects,
such as decreasing recidivism after release, or improving adjustment in prison.
The second dimension, patterns of visitation, refers to the longitudinal patterns of
visitation (Cochran & Mears, 2013). For example, imprisoned people who receive weekly visits
during their incarceration may have different experiences than those who receive monthly visits,
and imprisoned people who only receive visits early in their incarceration may have different
experiences than those who only receive visits late in their incarceration (Cochran & Mears,
2013). These patterns as well as escalating or de-escalating visitation over time and sporadic
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visitation, all may have different effects and inferences concerning imprisoned people’s social
relationships and changes in their relationships during their time in prison (Cochran & Mears,
2013).
The third dimension, types of visitors, refers to family members (e.g., spouse, significant
other, parent, child, siblings, grandparents), non-family members (e.g., friend, clergy, lawyer,
community volunteer), authority or non-authority figures, and criminal or non-criminal
associates (Cochran & Mears, 2013, p. 256). Some research has indicated that visits from
spouses or significant others are particularly important (Bales & Mears, 2008; Mears, Cochran,
Siennick, Bales, 2012) and that visitation from criminal associates may create a criminogenic
effect (Bales & Mears, 2008). In addition, visits from spouses or children may lead to
misbehavior in prison (Casey-Acevedo, Bakken, & Karle, 2004; Siennick, Mears, & Bales,
2013). This will be discussed further because type of visitor clearly impacts visitation and is
important to consider.
The fourth dimension, experience of visitation, refers generally to whether visit
experiences were positive or negative (Cochran & Mears, 2013). Visit experiences may be
positive because family members were encouraging or supportive or negative due to complex or
strained relationships with their spouses (Cochran & Mears, 2013). Visitors may also visit for the
“sole purpose of terminating a relationship” (Cochran & Mears, 2013, p. 258). Argumentative or
tense visits may be difficult for a variety of reasons, including the lack of control as to what
happens to their loved ones outside of prison (Cochran & Mears, 2013). There is little research
on imprisoned people’s perception of their visit experiences, yet their experiences likely impact
their outcomes in prison and during their re-entry after release from prison.
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The fifth and final dimension, characteristics of imprisoned people, posits that
imprisoned people’s race, sex, age, sentence length, prior incarcerations, etc. may impact the
outcome of prison visits as well as the frequency of prison visits (Cochran & Mears, 2013).
These characteristics will be discussed at length in the “Empirical Framework” section of this
document. These five dimensions are important in the characterization of visits and some of the
dimensions, namely visitation experience, visitor type, and characteristics of imprisoned people
will be examined in this dissertation.

Social Construction of Technology
In addition to criminological frameworks, the frameworks concerning the use of
technology in prison, visit frameworks, and STS theory on technology are also important to
address. To begin, technological determinism posits that technology in society determines the
development of its social structure and cultural values (Kline, 2015). However, this concept does
not acknowledge the way in which technology is developed in society, and thus must be
understood in its social context, as asserted by adherents of the social construction of technology
(Bijker, Hughes & Pinch, 1987). Furthermore, the approval or disapproval of the use of a
particular technology should therefore be based upon its meaning and effect in society (Bijker,
Hughes & Pinch, 1987). Technological innovation may reinforce existing social inequalities, and
in this case, the advent of tablets in prison may reinforce the inability for impoverished and low
status, would-be visitors to visit loved ones in prison by creating an inferior method (e.g., tablets)
to communicate with their imprisoned loves ones. It is relevant then, to question if a more
suitable solution to the barriers of visitation (e.g., financial, distance, etc.) would be to create and
invest in financially sustainable opportunities for in-person visits.
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In addition, Langdon Winner (1980) asserts that technology is not neutral, rather it is
inherently political and depends upon how technology is used. Furthermore, technology can be
used to expand social options for some and decrease social options for others (Winner, 1980). An
example of this described by Winner (1980) was the construction of low-hanging highways in
Long Island by Robert Moses in order to prevent buses from using his parkways. This was to
ensure that those who primarily use public transportation (e.g., lower class and minorities) would
be discouraged or unable to use the parkways (Winner, 1980). In the context of the use of tablets
in prison, the use of tablets to maintain social ties may increase digital communication and
opportunities for engagement; however, prisons may use this as an opportunity to decrease inperson visits. Throughout COVID-19, prison visits were prohibited to curb the spread of the
virus, and thus it is critical to understand the impact of alternative modes of communication
between imprisoned people and the outside world.
Building off the non-neutrality of technology, MacKenzie and Wajcman (1999) caution
social scientists from analyzing the impact of technology without first acknowledging how
technology has been shaped and how it came to be. The authors, like Winner (1980), assert that
technology is political, and they are not merely interested in how we adapt to technological
change, but rather, how we shape it (MacKenzie & Wajcman, 1999). In the context of the use of
tablets in prison, it is important to consider how the prison technology industry came to be. The
expansion of the carceral state has created fragmentation in families and communities, and
because many would-be prison visitors face barriers (e.g., financial, distance, etc.) when visiting
their loved ones in prison, there is a need for alternative opportunities to maintain social
connections. Furthermore, prison tablet companies, make up part of the prison industrial
complex (Brewer & Hietzeg, 2008), which can be defined as a “self-perpetuating machine where
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the vast profits (e.g., cheap labor, private and public supply and construction contracts…) and
perceived political benefits…lead to policies that are additionally designed to ensure an endless
supply of “clients” for the criminal justice system…that nearly guarantee continued participation
in crime and return to the prison industrial complex following initial release” (Brewer & Hietzeg,
2008). Prison tablet companies have responded to this need for alternative opportunities to
maintain social connections by creating seemingly benign opportunities for imprisoned people to
connect with loved ones in prison by using tablets. However, these opportunities are not free,
rather they are incredibly costly and benefit the tablet companies and prisons who financially
profit from imprisoned people’s desire to maintain social connections with loved ones.

Political Economy of Tablets in Prison
The social construction of technology in the case of the prison tablet industry is related to
the political economy of prison, considering the high costs of utilizing tablets to communicate
with loved ones in prison. Gilmore (2007) discussed the growth of prisons in California and
questioned who benefitted from the expansion of prisons, which leads me to question who has
benefitted from imprisoned people’s use of tablets in prison to communicate with loved ones? As
described, there are ways in which imprisoned people and their loved ones may benefit from this
innovation in technology; however, it is imperative to also understand how the tablet companies
themselves as well as state prisons financially benefit from imprisoned people’s use of tablet to
communicate with loved ones.
A study concerning the financial needs and stressors of imprisoned women briefly
discussed how the tablet company, JPay (one of the tablet communication services being
assessed in this dissertation), charged loved ones $8.95 for every $100-200 transfer of funds to
an imprisoned person (Harner, Wynant & Da Silva, 2017). As a result, the imprisoned women
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interviewed in the survey viewed JPay negatively because of the high fee for JPay’s money
transfer service and because the service required their loved ones outside of prison to have a
credit card, many of whom did not have access (Harner, Wynant & Da Silva, 2017). Another
study discussed how prison commissary items are similar in price to that of items sold in the free
community, despite the incredibly low wages in prison (Zgoba, Tewksbury & Mustaine, 2020).
Zgoba, Tewksbury and Mustaine (2020) cite that JPay was used as a money-transfer service and
notes that the fees charged are excessive. While JPay’s money transfer service in particular is not
of interest in this dissertation, some imprisoned people’s negative view of JPay may impact their
opinions and experiences using JPay’s other features, namely their communication services.
The aforementioned Vera study found that in Washington state prisons, a 30-minute
video call between imprisoned people and their loved ones cost $12.95, in which the Washington
state Department of Correction (DOC) receives a $3 commission per 30-minute call, a 23%
commission rate (Digard, diZerega, Yaroni & Rinaldi, 2016). In 2014, Washington state DOC
reported $14,316 in commission on 4,772 video visits, and the researchers noted that JPay
received approximately $47,481 in commission (Digard, diZerega, Yaroni & Rinaldi, 2016).
There are fees for utilizing video communication technology, as well as for purchasing music,
sending emails, all of which support the operation of the kiosks, according to the Washington
state DOC and JPay. The authors note that the fees across U.S. state prisons range from 33 cents
to 60 cents per minute, in which the standard call duration is between 20 and 60 minutes (Digard,
diZerega, Yaroni & Rinaldi, 2016). These fees are far more than mobile phone and landline
phone costs for the general population, which points to an exploitation of the vulnerability and
desperation of imprisoned people due to their desire to connect with their loved ones outside of
prison.
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Furthermore, Katzenstein and Waller (2015) discussed how the aforementioned policies
put pressure on imprisoned people to rely on family members financially and conclude that the
government takes resources from these families in order to spend on the carceral state. The
authors specifically discuss the financial burden of JPay on imprisoned people and their families
in Florida, in which JPay receives $2.50 from every call of any duration, and for every money
transfer, including court payments, and that the DOC receives a percentage of that amount
(Katzenstein and Waller, 2015). Additionally, the Tennessee DOC has a profit-sharing contract
with JPay in which fees for imprisoned people can be as high as 35-45%. Furthermore,
Katzenstein and Waller (2015) discuss how Ohio state prisons (the subject of this dissertation)
received $140,000 in commission over an 8-month period from tablet vendors, but reportedly
received much more in commission ($15 million dollars) from the company which provides
phone services in Ohio state prisons. These studies provide insight on the political economy of
tablets in prison, specifically that it financially benefits the tablet companies and prisons, and
burdens imprisoned people and their families. There are also significant journalistic accounts
which investigate the issue, providing important insight for this dissertation.
Some journalistic accounts describe the cost-prohibitive nature of the tablets and
particularly the above-market prices to use tablets for phone calls, video visits, and other
purposes (Finkel & Bertram, 2019; Riley, 2018; Waters, 2018). Some Department of Correction
agencies receive tablet revenue (Finkel & Bertram, 2019) and are profiting from imprisoned
people’s communication with loved ones. Some of the contracts between tablet providers and
prisons allow tablet providers to change the cost of email, music, and money transfer services,
without the approval of the prison (Finkel & Bertram, 2019). In addition, some contracts allow
tablet providers to determine if they believe a tablet to be “willfully” broken and will exempt
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them from replacing it (Finkel & Bertram, 2019). Since rolling out tablet programs, some prisons
are eliminating or are in the process of eliminating their law libraries, physical books, and postal
mail services (Finkel & Bertram, 2019), which ultimately eliminates some of the free options for
imprisoned people to educate themselves and connect with loved ones, which furthers the
aforementioned concept that technology is not neutral. Some jails have also limited in-person
visits after adopting the use of technology for video visitation (Rabuy and Wagner, 2015). It is
also important to note that while GTL tablets are provided to imprisoned people in Ohio, JPay
tablets must be purchased by the imprisoned person or by loved ones outside of prison (JPay,
n.d.; GTL, n.d.), which is likely an incredible economic burden for many families.
As shown, the prison tablet industry and prisons themselves profit from imprisoned
people’s use of tablets in prison, which further builds up the prison industrial complex.
Specifically, the prison tablet industry benefits both the tablet companies and prisons financially
as well as politically, as they can tout their rehabilitation-orientation by providing tablets for
imprisoned people. However, the prison tablet industry and the prison technology industry more
generally profit when there are more people in prison utilizing their services. Thus, there is an
incentive to support the expansion of the carceral state and the prison industrial complex.
In addition to the likely financial burden of the use of tablets in prison by imprisoned
people, the data collection and recording capabilities of the tablets may be an issue as well
(Waters, 2018). News articles note that a prison technology company, Securus, was charged with
recording conversations between imprisoned people and their legal defense, and sharing the
information with prosecutors (Riley, 2018; Waters, 2018). Specifically, Riley (2018) states that
“more than 1300 private conversations between a private prison’s [imprisoned people] and their
lawyers were recorded according to information in a new lawsuit against CoreCivic, the private
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company running the facility, and its technology provider Securus Technologies” and that the
Kansas U.S. Attorney’s Office “admitted listening to opposing lawyers’ conversations.”
This is important because Securus acquired JPay Inc. in 2015 (Riley, 2018), and JPay is
one of the tablet services provided to imprisoned people in ODRC. In addition, a law review
article describes two class action lawsuits against JPay in 2015 in which JPay was accused of
overcharging imprisoned people and their loved ones for electronic money transfers and for
video visitation times to be shorter than they were advertised to be (Horton, 2019). Another law
review article discussed the legal implications when imprisoned people make digital purchases
(e.g., music) and the DOC changes vendors and imprisoned people lose access to these
purchased digital items (Banks, 2019). Two law review articles explain how replacing in-person
visits with remote visits may be more harmful than beneficial (Bou-Rhodes, 2019; Boudin, Stutz,
& Littman, 2013). Fulcher (2014) described how video visitation is exploitative because
imprisoned people’s family members must pay fees to interact with their loved ones and how the
success of video visitation is dependent upon the number of incarcerated people, incentivizing
mass incarceration. While some jails and prisons have offered free or reduced phone calls and
video conferencing for imprisoned people throughout the COVID-19 pandemic (Van Ness,
2021), it is uncertain how long correctional facilities will provide these free and reduced services
to imprisoned people. Furthermore, imprisoned people’s families may avoid in-person visits for
years to come due to COVID-19, long after prisons begin to allow in-person visitation.
As such, unpacking the financial burden and privacy concerns is critical to this study as
well as the financial benefit to the prison tablet companies. This framework for understanding
the use of tablets in prison is necessary in order to begin to assess if the possible positive effects
of the use of tablets in prison (e.g., enhanced relationships, satisfaction, increased self-
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responsibility, decrease in re-offending) as noted in the “theory of change for imprisoned people”
framework and the “visitation modalities” framework outweigh these possible negative effects
(e.g., financial burden and privacy concerns) as noted in this framework.

Digital Inequality versus Privilege Framework
The final framework to be discussed is the “digital inequality versus privilege
framework.” To begin, our society, previously based upon industry, is now, and has been based
upon access to information since public access to the internet in the 1990s. Castells (1996)
argues in The Rise of the Network Society that the network of relationships between social,
economic, and political parts of society is what differentiates the age of information from the
industrial age. The shift to a society (and economy) based on the advent of new technology
reinforces existing social inequalities because those who cannot access technology easily are
unable participate in society (Castells, 1996). Additionally, employment opportunities may be
diminishing in regions where there is a lack of technology, which leads to further social isolation
(Castells, 1996). This “rise of the network society,” as coined by Castells (1996), has created a
wider divide between the haves and the have-nots in society. Imprisoned people are deeply
impacted due to the lack of technology in prison and the resulting digital illiteracy, not only
impacting their social connections but their employment prospects as well.
Keck and Buss (2012) discuss Philadelphia’s large-scale implementation of computer
centers and technology training classes in underserved neighborhoods after the 2008 recession.
The city of Philadelphia worked to implement these computer centers and technology training
classes in response to changing economic demands, specifically the importance of computer
literacy in the workforce (Keck & Buss, 2012). The city of Philadelphia attempted to bridge this
“digital divide” by providing access to technology as a means to empowerment (Keck & Buss,
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2012). Similarly, access to technology in prison may address the digital inequalities between
imprisoned people and those outside of prison and may further empower imprisoned people.
Additionally, visitors too, may benefit from the use of technology in prison to overcome the
challenges of visiting (e.g., financial burdens, distance, travel, childcare, time off from work,
etc.), which may be as a result of socioeconomic inequalities.
In addition to the research on the lack of access to technology in the general population,
some empirical research addresses the “digital inequalities” (Jewkes & Johnston, 2009; Jewkes
& Reisdorf, 2016) and the “digital divide” (Kerr & Willis, 2018) experienced by imprisoned
people as a result of their lack of access to communicate using the same methods and
applications that persons outside of prison are able to use. Jewkes and Johnston (2009) examine
current rationale and historical precedents for limiting imprisoned people’s access to the outside
world, particularly through “computer-mediated communication” (p. 132). The authors argue
that access to technology for communication is viewed as a “privilege” by prison officials as
opposed to a regular day-to-day method to connect with people (Jewkes & Johnston, 2009, p.
141). The “‘carrot-and-stick’ mentality that underlies most forms of communication within
prison causes many [imprisoned people] to be ambivalent about them, and there is widespread
resentment among the [imprisoned] population that technology in prison tends to be used for
purposes of control and punishment, rather than reform or rehabilitation” (Jewkes & Johnston,
2009, p. 141).
This piece of their analysis is important as prison culture (the “carrot-and-stick”
mentality) may greatly impact their attitude and experience using tablets, particularly if prison
officials serve as gatekeepers in their use of tablets. In addition, Reisdorf and Rikard (2016)
describe how JPay tablets are not connected to the internet, and how there may not be enough
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tablets in most facilities to facilitate their usage by all imprisoned people in the prison.
Furthermore, because JPay tablets are used at shared kiosks, imprisoned people may need to
coordinate their use of kiosks with other imprisoned people and with correction officials.
Additionally, while JPay tablets are the personal property of imprisoned people and used by
them alone, prison officials may revoke their access as a result of behavioral concerns either
related to or unrelated to their tablet use.
Jewkes and Reisdorf (2016) discuss the digital access that some imprisoned people have
access to, the “benefits and opportunities” that come with these new technologies, as well as how
these new technologies serve as a powerful tool to be used by prison officials (p. 535). Many of
these technological advancements used by imprisoned people are “incentives and earned
privileges” (IEP) that exist only for some groups (Jewkes & Reisdorf, 2016). The authors visited
five state-run correctional institutions in Northern Ireland and England and spoke to small groups
of imprisoned people (Jewkes & Reisdorf, 2016). One of the themes in the discussions across
five prisons was a “disconnection between prison and society” (Jewkes & Reisdorf, 2016, p.
538) due to the lack of access to digital technology and negative media and public sentiment
towards increasing technology in prison.
They also noted the use of kiosks for imprisoned people to conduct video visits with
loved ones, lawyers, or medical appointments (Jewkes & Reisdorf, 2016). However, the use of
kiosks reduces the interactions between imprisoned people and officers and requires imprisoned
people to take responsibility in areas that they previously received assistance in, which may be
difficult for imprisoned people who have been in prison for many years and are not accustomed
to new technologies (Jewkes & Reisdorf, 2016). Some imprisoned people expressed anxiety
concerning re-entering society after time in prison being cut off from society, and being stuck in
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a former time, feeling like “cavemen” (Jewkes & Reisdorf, 2016, p. 543). Furthermore,
imprisoned people’s digital exclusion from society impacts their social isolation (Jewkes &
Reisdorf, 2016). Reisdorf and Rikard (2018) developed a model called “digital rehabilitation”
which describes that digital rehabilitation is an important part of the re-entry process, and how
digital technology can be used to help imprisoned people re-enter economically, culturally,
socially, and personally utilizing technology’s communication services, entertainment, learning
applications, and commerce/finance capabilities. Allowing imprisoned people increased access
to technology, both prior to and throughout COVID-19, to further methods of communication
with loved ones is a significant change in correctional agencies that this dissertation seeks to
investigate.
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CHAPTER 3: EMPIRICAL FRAMEWORK
The few studies directly assessing video visitation cited in the “Theoretical Framework”
section were focused on the impact of digital technology on imprisoned people’s offending
behavior (McDougall, Pearson, Torgerson, & Garcia-Reyes, 2017) and preferences of visitation
modality from the perspective of visitors (Tartaro & Levy, 2017). However, this dissertation is
concerned with the experience and attitudes towards the use of tablets in prison regarding
connection with family members and from the perspective of imprisoned people both prior to and
during COVID-19. In addition, the cited research took place concerning jails (Tartaro & Levy,
2017) and private prisons in the U.K. (Jewkes & Johnston, 2009; Jewkes & Reisdorf, 2016;
McDougall, Pearson, Torgerson, & Garcia-Reyes, 2017), whereas this dissertation will survey
currently imprisoned and interview formerly incarcerated people from a public U.S. state prison.
While the aforementioned studies greatly inform the theoretical framework, presenting
research on in-person visits and other forms of communication (e.g., letters, phone calls) is
imperative in the discussion concerning the empirical framework of this dissertation. The major
factors that impact which imprisoned people maintain social relationships and receive visits from
loved ones outside of prison have been identified and will be discussed first. These factors,
which are 4, age, race/ethnicity, education, criminal record, relationship status (marital and
significant others), and parental status, guide the empirical framework of this dissertation and
form the basis of many of my hypotheses. Following that discussion, I will discuss how
caretakers might function as gatekeepers, visitor type, barriers for visitation, and community
characteristics that may inform which imprisoned people receive visits.
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Biological Sex
Women receive more visits in prison than men (Connor & Tewksbury, 2015). This may
be because women have more robust social networks (Cobbina, Huebner, & Berg, 2012) and
women generally are their children’s caretakers and carry the burden of maintaining social ties
for their families. In addition, women differ from men in that family ties have a greater impact
on women’s behavior (Cobbina, Huebner, & Berg, 2012). Understanding the role of biological
sex as it relates to the frequency of visits in prison is important because while there are more men
in prison than women, most women in prison are mothers (Bloom & Steinhart, 1993). The
nuances of marital and parental relationships as it relates to visits will be discussed further in the
sections titled “Relationship Status (Marital and Significant Others)” and “Parental Status”
below. Access to tablets in prison may allow men in prison more opportunities for connecting
with loved ones.

Age
Younger imprisoned people are more likely to receive visits than older imprisoned people
(Cochran, Mears & Bales, 2017). Individuals who are younger may have stronger relationships
with family members, particularly their parents or guardians and siblings, whereas individuals
who are older may have become estranged from their families (Clear, Rose, et al., 2003; Uggen
& Wakefield, 2005, as cited in Cochran, Mears & Bales, 2017). Loved ones may also assume
that younger imprisoned people are less culpable for their criminal actions and may want to
maintain contact but may hold older imprisoned people more responsible for their actions
(Massoglia & Uggen, 2010, as cited in Cochran, Mears & Bales, 2017). Access to tablets in
prison may allow older imprisoned people more opportunities for connecting with loved ones
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due to the convenience of tablets. However, tablets may also be less used by older people due to
their possible lack of knowledge as to how to use digital communication services.

Race/Ethnicity
Imprisoned people who are minorities receive less visits (Casey-Acevedo & Bakken,
2002; Cochran, Mears & Bales, 2017; Connor & Tewksbury, 2015). Minorities generally
experience socioeconomic burdens, have less educational opportunities, and experience more
contact with the criminal justice system (Wacquant, 2001, as cited by Cochran, Mears & Bales,
2017). Cochran, Mears & Bales (2017) assert that the visitors of minority imprisoned people are
also likely minorities. As such, they too, may experience financial burdens as well as other
barriers to visiting loved ones in prison (Cammett, Christian, Fisherman, & Scott-Pickens, 2006;
Casey-Acevedo & Bakken, 2002; Christian, 2005). However, and as noted by Cochran, Mears &
Bales (2017), cultural differences matter. Latino families are incredibly tight-knit and are heavily
involved in their communities, which may lead to more visits to loved ones in prison (Adams,
1992, as cited by Cochran, Mears & Bales, 2017). Due to high incarceration rates in minority
communities, these communities may have more experience with loved ones in prison, more
accustomed to the process of visiting prisons, and thus may visit prison more frequently than
their white counterparts (Wacquant, 2001, as cited by Cochran, Mears & Bales, 2017). Because
tablets present a convenient and possibly more cost-effective method (for visitors) to
communicate with loved ones in prison, imprisoned people who are minorities may experience
more robust relationships with loved ones outside of prison due to access to tablets.

41

Education
As stated, imprisoned people who are women, young, and white are more likely to
receive visits than other imprisoned people. In addition, imprisoned people who are more highly
educated tend to receive more visits than those who are less educated (Connor & Tewksbury,
2015). Individuals who are more educated may be less likely to come from minority and
socioeconomically disadvantaged communities (Cochran, Mears & Bales, 2017), and thus these
findings may be related to their racial and socioeconomic privilege.

Criminal Record
Imprisoned people with more prior convictions, more serious offenses (drug, violent, or
sexual offenses) and/or are affiliated with gangs receive less visits in comparison to those with
less convictions, less serious offenses, or are first-time offenders (Cochran, Mears & Bales,
2017). This may be due to serious and chronic offenders being less involved in their
communities and thus receiving less social support (Clear, Rose et al., 2003, as cited in Cochran,
Mears & Bales, 2017). In addition, loved ones of imprisoned people may feel weary as a result of
their loved ones’ multiple convictions (Christian, 2005) due to strained relationships (Arditti,
Lambert-Shute, & Joest, 2003).
However, a study which analyzed almost 18,000 admissions of imprisoned people
convicted of felony crimes in a Florida prison, surprisingly found that imprisoned people who
have had more convictions received more visits than others (Cochran, Mears & Bales, 2017).
The study also found imprisoned people convicted of serious crimes (violence, drug, or sex
offenses) received significantly less visits than those who were convicted of less serious crimes
(Cochran, Mears & Bales, 2017). This may mean that number of prior convictions may be less
important than the seriousness of the crime. Therefore, just as imprisoned people in this study
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who committed more serious crimes received less visits, imprisoned people who have committed
more serious crimes may report less communication with loved ones using tablets.

Relationship Status (Marital and Significant Others)
Moreover, currently or formerly married imprisoned women are more likely to receive
visits than single women or men of any marital status (Connor & Tewksbury, 2015). In addition,
spouses or significant others were more likely than others to visit their loved ones in prison
(Grinstead, Faigeles, Bancroft, & Zack, 2001). A study found a small decrease in recidivism for
imprisoned people who had been incarcerated for under one year, particularly those who
received visits from their spouses or significant others (Mears, Cochran, Siennick, Bales, 2012).
Access to tablets in prison may present opportunities for imprisoned people to connect with a
variety of loved ones outside of prison, as opposed to only those they are romantically
connected.

Parental Status
While there is some indication that visits from spouses or significant others in prison as
beneficial for imprisoned people, there is much more research concerning about visits from
imprisoned people’s children. In general, women with children report to have more contact with
their children in prison, whereas fathers report less contact (Glaze & Maruschak, 2010; Lopez,
Carlson, Levitt, & Scheffel, 2009). There are several reasons for this, including the possibility
that some fathers may have struggled with their inability to contribute financially to their
children’s lives and contact was thus emotionally difficult for imprisoned people (Geller,
Garfinkel & Western, 2011; Roy & Dyson, 2010).
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Fathers may have also had less contact with their children prior to prison and thus may
have had a weak relationship with their children (Lopez, Carlson, Levitt & Scheffel, 2009). A
study by Bloom and Steinhart (1993) surveyed more than 400 people in nine states and found
that more than 50% of children did not visit their parents as a result of barriers (financial, etc.)
and because their caretaker did not take them. Imprisoned people’s access to tablets should
create more opportunities for connection with their children outside of prison and eliminate or
decrease the barriers that are associated with in-person prison visits.

Caretakers as Gatekeepers
An important determining factor in a child’s ability to visit their parents are their
caretakers, who care for their children while they are prison, also referred to as “gatekeepers”
(Bloom & Steinhart, 1993). Casey-Acevedo & Bakken (2002) studied visitation data on 180
women and found that most children with imprisoned mothers were living with their
grandparents (48%), whereas 18% were in the custody of social services, 12% with their fathers,
and 11% with friends or relatives. Imprisoned people rely on these gatekeepers to bring their
children to visit. Tasca (2015) found that children with grandmothers and mothers as caregivers
would be more likely to visit mothers and fathers in prison, respectively, rather than children
with two-parent caregivers. While there is little research on gatekeepers, it is an important factor
to keep in mind; this may become less of a barrier for communication with the accessibility of
tablets in prison.

Visitor Type
Individuals who visit male prisons tend to be women (Tewksbury & DeMichele, 2005).
Survey data from 396 visitors of imprisoned people in a medium-security men’s prison in
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Kentucky found that visitors tend to be middle-aged women, who are parents, full-time
employees, and lack a high school degree (Tewksbury & DeMichele, 2005). These findings may
be because most imprisoned people are men, and women may be visiting their spouses,
significant others, or children in prison. Another study found that imprisoned people in a men’s
prison received a higher number of visits and a higher number of visitors when their visitors
were primarily family members (Jackson, Templer, Reimer & LeBaron, 1997). Similarly,
parents, spouses, and significant others were found to be most likely to visit their loved ones in
prison (Grinstead, Faigeles, Bancroft, & Zack, 2001).
Familial relationships and relationships with significant others appear to be the most
important relationships when it comes to predicting prison visits. As stated, visits from children
are difficult to predict because the nature of the imprisoned person’s relationship with their child
is variable, and because in many situations, children must rely on their caretakers, or
“gatekeepers” to take them to prison to visit their parent. Visits from children are particularly
important for imprisoned women (Casey-Acevedo and Bakken, 2002), but in one study, children
were not found to visit their parents due to the distance to the prison and their caretaker’s
resistance (Bloom & Steinhart, 1993).
Interestingly, Casey-Acevedo and Bakken (2002) examined visitation data from 180
women; it showed that 79% of women in a maximum-security prison in a Northeastern state
“received at least one visit” in which “the most frequent visitors were friends (evenly divided
among males and females)” (p. 67), which is dissimilar to the other findings reported. Visitor
type is an important variable when assessing recidivism because visitor type seems to be more
important than frequency of visits, in some cases. Duwe and Clark (2011) studied 16,420
imprisoned people released from a Minnesota prison between 2003 and 2007 and found that
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reductions in recidivism were most likely when imprisoned people received visits from siblings,
in-laws, fathers, and clergy. As stated, Mears and colleagues (2012) found small decreases in
recidivism among imprisoned people who were imprisoned for less than one year and who
received visits from spouses and significant others.

Barriers for Visiting Prison
Despite the predictions about frequency of visits and recidivism based upon the
characteristics of imprisoned people, their relationships, and the types of visitors they receive,
there are many barriers for visitation that hinder visitors’ ability to see their loved ones in prison.
Many prisons are in remote or rural areas that may not be easily accessible using public
transportation. Distance to and from the prison as well as lack of transportation have been noted
as difficult barriers to overcome (Bloom & Steinhart, 1993; Casey-Acevedo & Bakken, 2002;
Christian, 2005; Jackson, Templer, Reimer & LeBaron, 1997; Schafer, 1994). Distance was
noted to be a barrier particularly for children visiting family members in prison (Bloom &
Steinhart, 2003; Casey-Acevedo & Bakken, 2002) and for imprisoned people who are in prison
outside of metropolitan areas (Casey-Acevedo & Bakken, 2002), likely due to the accessibility of
transportation in city centers. Time, transportation, age, economic status, number of children,
accessibility of facility, and the facility’s visiting policies are other barriers for visits (Schafer,
1994). Prisons may also have strict rules concerning visits or only allow visits on weekends and
for a short amount of time. Imprisoned people’s access to tablets should eliminate some of the
aforementioned barriers associated with in-person prison visits.
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In-Person versus Online Communication
As discussed in the “Theoretical Framework,” section titled “Visitation Modality”
Tartaro and Levy (2017) acknowledge the importance in understanding the differences in
visitation modality. Contact visits allow imprisoned people and their loved ones to embrace and
talk with another in the same physical space (Tartaro & Levy, 2017). However, these visits are
governed by the prison’s rules and visitors may endure long waiting times and may be
financially costly for the visitor (Tartaro & Levy, 2017). Despite these difficulties with in-person
contact visits, most visitors expressed a preference for these visits (Tartaro & Levy, 2017).
Tartaro & Levy (2017) also described the use of remote video visits in which imprisoned people
utilize kiosks with a web camera (similarly to how tablets are used) to connect with loved ones
virtually. These visits have fees, though these fees are likely cheaper than in-person visits, which
require visitors to take time off from work and pay for transportation and food (Tartaro & Levy,
2017). While these remote video visits allow for more frequent and convenient connection, the
inability to embrace and be present in the same physical space may produce less satisfying and
fulfilling visit experiences for both visitors and imprisoned people. This focused on the point of
view of visitors, but it is likely that imprisoned people prefer contact visits as well. The ability to
be present in the same physical space and embrace each other is likely a more satisfying and
fulfilling way to maintain connections.
In addition, Digard, diZerega, Yaroni and Rinaldi (2016) surveyed imprisoned people in
Washington state about their video visitation experience and found that most (55%) disagreed or
somewhat disagreed with the statement “I am satisfied with my video visitation experience” (p.
18). About two-thirds of respondents expressed dissatisfaction with video quality and 70%
expressed dissatisfaction with the sound quality (Digard, diZerega, Yaroni, Rinaldi, 2016).
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However, thirty percent (30%) of respondents stated they preferred video visits to in-person
visits (Digard, diZerega, Yaroni, Rinaldi, 2016). Similarly, Murdoch and King (2019) surveyed
58 imprisoned people and interviewed 12 imprisoned people in a jail which replaced in-person
visits with remote video visits, in which respondents discussed several technological and access
issues, such as their family members lacking the resources to participate in video visits.
However, most respondents found video visitation to be a positive experience, particularly for
parents who were happy that their children had an opportunity to visit them without having to
enter the jail facility (Murdoch & King, 2019).
Another study, in which 281 visitors from two county jails were surveyed concerning
their experience with video visitation found that most were dissatisfied with video visits due to
technical issues such as images appearing green on the monitors, and that the person speaking
would have to look up in order for their face to appear level (Sturges & Al-Khattar, 2009).
Respondents also found video visitation to be impersonal, and the authors concluded that more
research should be done to determine the value of video visitation (Sturges & Al-Khattar, 2009).
While there are very few studies concerning the preference of communication modality in the
context of prison, there are some studies which speak to this in the context outside of prison. A
study conducted a randomized control trial to compare the social and emotional impact of social
support provided by in-person connection and by text messages after the participant experienced
a stressful event (Holtzmann, Declerck, Turcotte, Lisi & Woodworth, 2017). In this study, adults
completed a stressful task and then received social support from close friends in-person or via
text messaging and found that those who received in-person social support felt more satisfied
with the social support (Holtzmann, Declerck, Turcotte, Lisi & Woodworth, 2017). Relatedly,
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imprisoned people are arguably in a constant state of stress due to the prison environment, and
therefore in-person social support is likely more satisfactory and emotionally beneficial.
Another study found that among a nationally representative sample of U.S. teenagers (age
13-18 years old), those with low in-person social interaction and high social media use reported
more loneliness than those with high in-person social interaction (Twenge, Spitzberg &
Campbell, 2019). While this dissertation is interested in the use of tablets for communication
purposes and not for social media, it is reasonable to deduce that imprisoned people who
primarily use tablets for social connections may be lonelier (and less satisfied) than those who
receive in-person visits. However, it is critical to point out that imprisoned people’s access to
tablets to connect with loved ones may increase satisfaction, particularly for those who would
otherwise not receive in-person visits or other opportunities to connect with loved ones. The
aforementioned studies discuss technical problems utilizing tablets and overall satisfaction with
the technology but there have been no studies assessing imprisoned people’s or visitors’
experience utilizing tablets to communicate with one another and their impact on their
satisfaction. This dissertation intends to expand on the existing literature with a deeper
understanding of how relationships are impacted with the use of tablets for communication.

COVID-19 in Prisons
The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted every facet of our daily lives, due to the
significant loss of life and hospitalizations, loss of employment and in-person oriented
businesses, transition to remote work, school, and events, mask-wearing, decreased air travel and
spending time with loved ones during the holidays, among many other facets. Prisons have been
greatly affected by the COVID-19 pandemic due to the close quarters in which imprisoned
people live, and the difficulty with proper social distancing. Scholarly research on the impact of
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COVID-19 has begun to address some aspects of the impact of the pandemic on prisons and
imprisoned people. In June 2020, researchers in Salerno, Italy, a COVID-19 hotspot, tested
correctional staff and imprisoned people for COVID-19 (Pagano, et al., 2020). The COVID-19
tests for all 276 individuals were negative, and the authors encouraged prison facilities to take
appropriate measures to ensure the health of the prison population (Pagano et al., 2020). One
study assessed COVID-19 cases and testing in 53 prison systems in the U.S. and concluded that
some states did not report complete information concerning COVID-19 testing or fatalities and
reported disparities between COVID-19 infection rates between prisons and the areas
immediately surrounding them between April and July 2020 (Lemasters, McCauley, Nowotny,
Brinkley-Rubinstein, 2020). Other researchers discussed the racial gap in contracting COVID-19
in prison, in which black imprisoned people appeared to disproportionately contract COVID-19
(Nelson, 2020).
Other studies assessed vaccine hesitancy due to mistrust of the government,
misinformation campaigns, and conspiracy theories (Geana, Anderson, and Ramaswamy, 2021),
food insecurity for recently released imprisoned people due to the pandemic (Golembeski, Irfan,
Dong, 2020), and early releases from prison to curb the spread of COVID-19 and the expanded
use of electronic monitoring for community supervision (Carr, 2020). While most scholarly
research to date has been concerning the methods to curb the spread of COVID-19, testing,
contraction rates, and vaccination, some scholars have mentioned phone calls and virtual
communication as an alternative to in-person visits as a method to prevent the spread of infection
in prisons (Blogg, McGrath, Galouzis, Grant, and Hoey, 2020; Collica-Cox and Molina, 2020;
Shepherd and Spivak, 2020).
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For example, an Australian prison, which has only had one documented case of COVID19 at the time of the study, reported on their approach to prevent the spread of COVID-19 to
imprisoned people, which included replacing in-person visits with three free phone calls per
week and access to tablets for video conferencing (Blogg, McGrath, Galouzis, Grant, and Hoey,
2020). According to the researchers, 85% (n=5,000) of family and friends reported enjoying
video conferencing and reported they wanted it to continue; 34% suggested they would like to
replace in-person visits with video visits; and 39% suggested they preferred half face-to-face
visits and half video visits (Blogg, McGrath, Galouzis, Grant, and Hoey, 2020). Furthermore,
imprisoned people relayed to correctional staff that they enjoyed video visits as they were able to
see their family home, pets, and family members who did not visit them in prison; notably, more
than one imprisoned person stated that they had not been able to see their in-person family in
several years due to their family living in other Australian states or overseas, and therefore
greatly appreciated access to virtual communication with loved ones (Blogg, McGrath, Galouzis,
Grant, and Hoey, 2020).
A case study of a local New York jail reported on the “multitude of modalities” (CollicaCox and Molina, 2020, p. 1305) utilized by the correctional facility to lower their COVID-19
rates while simultaneously considering and addressing imprisoned people’s needs. The authors
began by explaining that the risk for COVID-19 in jails is higher due to shorter stays in jails in
comparison to stays in prison (Collica-Cox and Molina, 2020), which also impacts
communication because those in prison likely undergo longer periods of time without access to
loved ones, as opposed to those in jail. Furthermore, the local district attorney’s office partnered
with a non-profit public defenders’ organization to release some imprisoned people early, when
possible, and utilized video conferencing technology such as Skype and WebEx to ensure
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imprisoned people were able to meet court dates and apply for early release due to medical
concerns (Collica-Cox and Molina, 2020). The jail also maintained programming, such as
college programming, substance abuse programming, cognitive behavioral intervention
programming, among other programs, via video conferencing technology (Collica-Cox and
Molina, 2020).
Furthermore, the authors also state that because the jail suspended all visitation and
phone calls, and video conferencing may not be affordable for all imprisoned people and their
families, the jail administrators “purchased telephone cards, which were issued to residents at no
cost, so they could maintain communication and receive updates from their outside support
systems,” in addition to reduced pricing for video conferencing (Collica-Cox and Molina, 2020,
p.1311). Jail administrators reported that the count of monthly calls was 1,700 prior to the
pandemic and rose to 4,000 during the pandemic (Collica-Cox, Molina, 2020), suggesting that
imprisoned people were able to connect with loved ones (at least virtually) significantly more
than prior to the pandemic. While it appears that frequency of virtual communication between
imprisoned people and their families may have increased in this jail due to the suspension of
visits and free and reduced pricing for calls and video conferencing, a question remains: does
virtual communication enhance the satisfaction, strength, and quality of relationships? This
dissertation intends to begin to answer this question, amidst the complex circumstances of the
COVID-19 pandemic.
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CHAPTER 4: METHODS
Mixed methods, including semi-structured interviews and surveys will be used to
understand the relationship between access to tablets and connection between imprisoned people
and their loved ones. The study is an analysis of qualitative data from interviews with people
formerly incarcerated in ODRC, and quantitative data from survey responses from currently
imprisoned people in custody in ODRC. I collected data from interviews virtually prior to
deploying the survey in ODRC due to research limitations in state prisons as a result of COVID19. Despite the sequential order of data collection, all data forms will be given equal weight. In
addition, because there will be more than one form of data: survey data and interview data, study
findings will be triangulated (Schwartz-Shea & Yannow, 2006). The below research questions
and hypotheses are based upon and have grown out of the discussion of the literature in Chapter
2: Theoretical Framework and Chapter 3: Empirical Framework.

Qualitative Research Questions
The qualitative research questions pertaining to the interviews of fifteen people formerly
incarcerated in ODRC are concerning formerly incarcerated people’s experience using or
attempting to use tablets to communicate with loved ones, particularly what it means for their life
in prison and their life outside of prison upon re-entry, upon the backdrop of institutional
culture/prison rules, and relational and/or socio-economic barriers. The research questions are:
RQ1: What do tablets mean to formerly incarcerated people for their time in prison? How
does the use of technology and tablets impact relationships with loved ones outside of prison
and within their communities?
RQ2: What does the prison’s culture mean for imprisoned people’s experience utilizing or
attempting to utilize tablets in prison?
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RQ3: What does the use of technology and tablets mean for imprisoned people’s time
outside of prison, once they re-enter into society?
RQ4: What are the barriers for connecting with loved ones outside of prison when using
tablets or other forms of communication?

Qualitative Data Collection (Interviews, N=15)
Below I provide a thick description of my methods of data collection and analysis,
including as many details as possible (Schwartz-Shea, 2006). Fifteen people formerly
incarcerated in ODRC were interviewed virtually via Zoom and over the phone between
September and November 2020 to draw insights concerning their experience communicating
with loved ones while in prison. I scheduled and conducted interviews until reaching the point of
saturation regarding emerging themes, which will be discussed. Interviewing formerly
incarcerated people will shed light on the impact of technology and tablets (if they had access)
not only during their time in prison, but also on their re-entry into society after their prison
sentence.
In order to recruit participants, I contacted approximately ten individuals, including other
scholars, and asked for introductions to people formerly incarcerated in ODRC or to individuals
who may be able to connect me to these individuals. I also contacted approximately 34 nonprofit organizations, re-entry, and/or awareness organizations which serve formerly incarcerated
people in Ohio. I provided the individuals and/or organizations with a flier with information
about the interviews, stipend (explained below), and how to contact me, that could be shared
with potential participants. I contacted individuals and/or organization over email, phone, and
social media (Instagram and Facebook). Approximately nine individuals and/or organizations
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forwarded my information to potential participants and/or were interested in being interviewed
themselves.
Connections were made with 25 people who were interested in scheduling an interview;
21 interviews were scheduled, and 15 interviews took place. Approximately five interviewees
learned about the study from the same re-entry non-profit organization in Ohio, and four
interviewees learned about the study from a Facebook group for women who were incarcerated
in ODRC. The remaining six interviewees learned about the study from other re-entry nonprofit
organizations and/or other sources. Some potential interviewees reached out with interest, but did
not return phone calls, emails, or texts to schedule interviews. Additionally, some interviews that
were scheduled did not occur because the potential interviewee did not show up, and at times,
would reach out several hours or days later noting that they struggled to utilize Zoom, or had
forgotten about the interview. Of the fifteen people interviewed, ten had tablets in prison, and
five did not, though would sometimes utilize the tablets of other imprisoned people.
One individual who was interested in an interview was not eligible due to not having
been formerly incarcerated in ODRC but was rather previously incarcerated in an Ohio jail. In
addition, some of the individuals from re-entry nonprofit organizations that I contacted for
recruiting and interviewees themselves, were willing to introduce me to individuals who had
family members who were incarcerated or who were currently incarcerated. Consequently, they
were not contacted. Three additional individuals contacted me with interest in being interviewed
but did not respond to my emails or phone calls to schedule an interview.
Each interviewee was provided with a $20 USD stipend, which was self-funded by me,
via digital Visa gift card, PayPal fund transfer, or Zelle, immediately after the interview. These
payment methods were chosen because they allow for some level of privacy; for each payment
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method, I would only need to know the potential participants’ phone number or email address,
which I would theoretically already have access to when connecting with them to schedule the
interview. Further, I considered the potential participants’ possible financial situations and
wanted to provide a variety of viable options to provide them with the stipend. Zelle requires a
bank account; PayPal does not require a bank account but can only be used to transfer funds to
another PayPal account holder and when purchasing items and/or services, and lastly, digital
Visa gift cards can only be used when purchasing items and/or services. At the end of each
interview, I asked interviewees to forward the flier and my contact information to any eligible
person that they believe might be interested in being interviewed. However, I do not believe that
any participants were ultimately recruited from other interviewees, as would be in a respondentdriven sampling model, likely because I did not offer an incentive to recruit other interviewees.
In addition, interviews took place over institutional John Jay College/CUNY Zoom video
conferencing, or over the phone. When using Zoom, I used a new (unique) URL with a new
(unique) password for each Zoom meeting in order to ensure that my meetings with participants
were private and inaccessible to outsiders, as recommended by CUNY's Zoom security protocol.
Prior to the interview time, I verified the potential participants’ eligibility (namely their
incarceration in ODRC), notified them that the interview would be recorded, provided them with
the relevant links and/or phone numbers for a Zoom interview or phone call and with a copy of
the consent form for their records. When connecting with participants during the scheduled
interview time but immediately prior to the interview, I read over the consent form and answered
any questions they might have had. I subsequently asked participants for consent to conduct the
interview and to record and captured their oral consent on the recording. In order to preserve
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confidentiality, I did not state participants’ names during the interview and rather stated
alphanumerical code at the beginning of the interview.
I recorded both the Zoom and phone interviews using the Voice Memo application on my
laptop (without transcription services enabled), and ensured I was in a private location where I
was unable to be heard by others. For the Zoom interviews, I used headphones to further ensure
privacy and confidentiality, and for the phone interviews, I had the phone on speaker in order to
capture the recording, but ensured I was in a private location, as mentioned. The recordings were
kept in my password protected laptop and the spreadsheet, which contains the alphanumerical
code alongside participant names, is password protected, as well. In addition to the recordings, I
took notes during the interviews; however, it would be difficult to conduct a thematic analysis
without transcriptions of the interviews. As such, I utilized the services of Rev.com to transcribe
the interviews. The length of the interviews (after receiving consent and beginning recording)
ranged from approximately 15 to 50 minutes and the average interview time was approximately
30 minutes, and each person was interviewed once.

Qualitative Data Measurement and Analytical Strategy (Interviews)
When conducting interviews, I did my best to utilize Leech’s (2002) suggestions as to
how to gain rapport in interviews, particularly, asking nonthreatening questions prior to asking
sensitive questions, using non-judgmental words, and asking a variety of questions including
grand tour questions, example questions, and questions with prompts. I also did my best to
conduct relational interviewing by welcoming the humanity from the formerly incarcerated
participants to learn how they see the world (Fujii, Chp. 1, 2018). Semi-structured interviews
were conducted to understand formerly incarcerated people’s experience connecting with loved
ones while in prison using technology and how this might have impacted their re-entry
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experience. The interviews also attempted to understand the mechanisms which impact these
outcomes that are unattainable by way of the survey data.
Throughout the interviews, I attempted to receive informant feedback by asking
participants if I understood what they said and to further clarify some responses (Schwartz-Shea
& Yanow, 2006). After each interview, I spent time reflecting and taking note of any feelings or
thoughts I had during the interview in order to ensure that I was aware of any preconceived
notions or bias so that I would not hold fast to these ideas during my analysis of the interviews. I
also took note of the possible reasons why interviews did not occur despite the potential
participants’ initial interest and/or scheduling of the interview, to identify possible common
themes (Fujii, Chp 1., 2018). I took the aforementioned measures in order to remain trustworthy,
transparent, and reflexive (Fujii, 2018).
Notes from the interviews with formerly incarcerated people were typed during and
immediately after the interview, and the recordings from the interviews were transcribed
utilizing the services of Rev.com in January 2021. As I conducted interviews, I made note of
particularly repetitive themes in my notes and started with those themes as I coded interviews
and added new themes as I continued to analyze the interview transcripts. I would go back
iteratively and add material to new themes uncovered throughout the coding process. Some main
themes that emerged included costs of and barriers to communication with loved ones, digital
literacy, and the power dynamic in prison between imprisoned people and correctional officers,
which are reminiscent of the above-mentioned findings concerning digital inequalities and
carrot-and-stick mentality (Jewkes & Johnston, 2009; Jewkes & Reisdorf, 2016) as well as the
financial burden placed on loved ones’ families (Katzenstein and Waller, 2015).
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In addition to coding the interviews based on thematic analysis, I used R Studio’s tm (text
mining), text stemming (SnowballC), and word cloud (wordcloud2) packages to assess common
words used by interviewees (Appendix C). The purpose of this was to understand common
words utilized to further bolster the main themes that emerged in the thematic analysis. In order
to do so, I first removed my own questions and commentary from the transcript manually, and
utilizing R Studio, I created a text corpus containing the transcripts, removed punctuation and
other non-letter characters and blank space, converted the text to lower case, and removed
common English stop words such as “yes,” “no,” etc. I reviewed the initial results and noticed
that common words included “like,” “just,” and “yeah,” and removed those additional stop words
from the transcript as well. Then, I built a matrix based upon the frequency of the words, in
which words used more frequently by interviewees were shown larger on the matrix. Lastly, in
order to analyze the results, I exported the thirty most frequent words and created a word cloud
in order to visualize the results, which were used to affirm and add to the thematic analyses.

Quantitative Research Questions and Hypotheses
In the dissertation proposal, one of the original research questions was concerning the
difference in experience between imprisoned people who have access to tablets and those who do
not. However, ODRC has been increasing imprisoned people’s access to tablets and may have
sped up this process during COVID-19. As such, 72 of the 78 survey respondents reported
having access to tablets. Because of COVID-19, some of the research questions and hypotheses
were changed from the dissertation proposal to understand the experience of imprisoned people’s
communication with loved ones prior to and during COVID-19. Furthermore, because
throughout COVID-19 imprisoned people were receiving significantly fewer visits during this
time, it can be reasonably assumed that they were utilizing alternative modes of communication
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more, including tablets. Therefore, an understanding of the utilization of tablets prior to and after
COVID-19 sheds light on the use of virtual modes of communication, including tablets, to some
extent. However, it is important to note that the survey conducted was cross-sectional (point-intime) in nature, and therefore while imprisoned people were asked about experiences prior to and
during COVID-19, survey responses were collected at one point during COVID-19.
The quantitative research questions (RQ) and accompanying hypotheses (H) concerning
the survey to imprisoned people in ODRC are:
RQ1: How did COVID-19 shape imprisoned people’s frequency of communication and
satisfaction, relational strength, and the barriers for connection?
-

H1: Imprisoned people will report communicating with loved ones less often during
COVID-19.

-

H2: Imprisoned people will report less satisfaction with connection to loved ones during
COVID-19.

-

H3: Imprisoned people will report that their relationships with loved ones outside of
prison have become weaker during COVID-19.

-

H4: Cost to use tablets will be reported as a barrier for communicating with loved ones.

RQ2: How do these findings differ when gender, race, age, education, marital status, parental
status, years served in prison, full prison sentence, security classification are considered?
-

H5: Imprisoned people who have one or more of the following characteristics: younger
age, more highly educated, white, married/in a relationship will report more frequent
communication, more satisfaction with connection with loved ones, and stronger
relationships with loved ones than those who have one or more of the following
characteristics: older, less educated, minority, unmarried imprisoned people.
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-

H6: Imprisoned people who have children will report less frequent communication, less
satisfaction with connection with loved ones, and weaker relationships with loved ones.

-

H7: Imprisoned people who have served more years in prison, have a longer full prison
sentence, and a higher security classification will report less communication, less
satisfaction with connection with loved ones, and weaker relationships with loved ones
than those who have served less time in prison, have shorter sentences, and lower security
classifications.

RQ3: What is the impact of tablets on imprisoned people’s frequency of in-person visits?
-

H8: Imprisoned people will report receiving fewer visits after receiving access tablets.

-

H9: Imprisoned people who have one or more of the following characteristics: younger
age, white, more highly educated, and married/in a relationship will report that tablets did
not impact their visits, while those who have one or more of the following characteristics:
older, black, and less highly educated people, will report less visits.

Quantitative Data Collection (Surveys, n=78)
In order to answer the proposed research questions concerning the quantitative piece of
the dissertation, a voluntary paper survey was sent to 600 randomly sampled imprisoned people
in the ODRC, in which 78 imprisoned people responded. While 600 imprisoned people were
randomly sampled via SPSS, not all imprisoned people received the surveys or had an equal
probability of responding to the survey, suggesting that the pool of respondents is not truly
random. This will be discussed in more detail.
The survey response rate was 13% (n=78), which is lower than was intended. However,
below I describe why a 13% response rate is appropriate given the circumstances. The National
Inmate Survey generally has a 61-89% response rate from imprisoned people (Bureau of Justice
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Statistics, 2016; Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services, n.d.; Peterson, Chaiken, Ebener, &
Honig, 1982); however, this data is collected in a private setting, directly from imprisoned
people using computer-assisted self-interviews, rather than a mail-in survey (Bureau of Justice
Statistics, 2016). I provided a mail-in survey to imprisoned which was self-administered.
Originally, the surveys were to be taken in group settings administered by the facility
administrators, however, due to COVID-19, the survey methodology was changed to
individualized mail-in surveys in order to prevent the potential spread of COVID-19 in group
settings.
Ziegler (2006) discusses that while self-administered mail-in surveys are common due to
their cost-effectiveness, the response rates of this method tend to be low. In order to increase the
response rate, Ziegler (2006) suggests that researchers receive support from the agencies they
wish to survey, contact potential participants multiple times (e.g., letter of endorsement, consent,
actual survey, thank you note), provide a self-addressed and stamped return envelope. Due to the
study being self-funded, there were budget limitations and as such, potential participants were
only contacted once. Additionally, while a self-addressed and stamped return envelopes were
provided, I received letters from imprisoned people alleging that return envelopes were thrown
away by mail staff, which will be discussed further.
Another study utilizing self-administered paper and pencil surveys to survey employees
of criminal justice agencies suggested that executives and other high-level employees had a
response rate of 51-71% whereas staff had a response rate of 34% (Taxman, Young, Wiersema,
Rhodes, and Mitchell, 2008). Further, an online survey tool’s analysis suggests that surveys with
no incentive led to a response rate less than 10% (PeoplePulse, n.d.). This survey was provided
to imprisoned people without an incentive and garnered a response rate of 13%. While a higher
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response rate was intended, this response rate is acceptable considering the generally lower
response rate of mail-in surveys, budget limitations, the inability to contact participants multiple
times, the lack of return envelopes for some respondents, and in the context of COVID-19. Some
of these factors will be discussed in more detail below.
IRB approval and approval from ODRC was obtained, as well as extensive coordination
with ODRC. ODRC was chosen as a site to conduct the survey given my communication with
them and their interest in assessing the use of tablets in their facilities. While ODRC was chosen
due to convenience, ODRC’s prison population is fairly representative of U.S. prisons, and the
sample of this study too, is representative of the U.S. prison population, which will be discussed
further in Chapter 6: Survey Findings. The Federal of Bureau of Prisons (2020) indicated that
most imprisoned people were between ages 36 and 40, and ODRC (2020) indicated that the
average age of their population was 39.25 years. Almost 59% of imprisoned people in the U.S.
were white and 37.6% were black (Federal Bureau of Prisons, 2020), and in Ohio, 52% were
white and 45% were black (ODRC, 2020). In the U.S., almost 93% of imprisoned people were
male, and in Ohio, almost 92% of imprisoned people were male (ODRC, 2020). In 2017, the
national average for the prison population was 26,385, and the national average for number of
state prison facilities was 20 facilities (National Institute of Corrections, 2017a). On the other
hand, Ohio’s prison population in 2017 was 51,511, and the number of state prison facilities was
25 facilities (National Institute of Corrections, 2017b).
Furthermore, the characteristics described of people imprisoned in ODRC are similar to
that of the survey participants’ demographics (see Table 2), which will be further discussed in
Chapter 6: Survey Findings. In addition, while Ohio state prisons appear to have a larger
population than that of other state prisons, the population appears to be fairly representative of
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U.S. state prisons when considering age, race, and gender. In addition, Ohio’s state prisons
appear to be located in rural areas as well as close to major metropolitan areas. As such, the
results from the ODRC survey may be generalizable.
In order to facilitate surveys in ODRC, as directed by me, one ODRC research staff
member drew a random sample of 600 people in ODRC custody using a random sample
generator in SPSS, and subsequently sent me a list of names, addresses, and inmate numbers.
The original plan was to send surveys to prison facilities, in which Unit Management
Coordinators for each facility would facilitate the survey in a group setting. However, due to
COVID-19, I individually mailed surveys, consent forms, and survey directions to each
individual imprisoned person. In order to encourage responses, pre-addressed and stamped return
envelopes were provided to imprisoned people. Initially, surveys were to be taken in a group
setting, which would likely garner a higher response rate than that of individual mail-in surveys.
However, as noted, due to COVID-19, individual surveys were mailed in, and as such, a lower
response rate was expected considering the change in the data collection methodology.
To ensure the success of the survey data collection, I provided information about the
study to wardens in order to receive feedback and requirements concerning the methodology for
data collection. To comply with the requirements provided to me, I ensured each return envelope
had a printed stamp (as opposed to a sticker stamp) and provided sample photos of the envelope
and return envelope to ODRC research staff who shared the information with wardens and mail
staff. Furthermore, one facility requested that each survey be personalized to each individual
imprisoned person with their inmate number at the top of each page of the survey.
Due to COVID-19, data collection in ODRC was delayed. Surveys were sent in July
2021, and responses were received between August and September 2021. Approximately 78
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complete and incomplete surveys were received during this time period. Despite the
collaboration with ODRC research staff, wardens, and mail staff, approximately 30 surveys were
sent back to me and marked as “Refused” by the prison facility. It is possible that more surveys
were refused by the facilities despite me not having received the returned envelope. In addition, I
received a letter from an imprisoned person who stated that mail staff threw away provided
return envelopes. This allegation seems accurate as some imprisoned people responded to the
survey and mailed it in after purchasing their own envelope and stamp. It is possible that many
imprisoned people received the survey without a return envelope and decided not to respond to
the survey because they did not want to purchase an envelope and a stamp. This is
understandable considering their low income, which is approximately $20 per month. A small
number of envelopes were returned due to the wrong address or because the imprisoned person
was released. Lastly, there has been an uptick in lost mail during 2020 and 2021 as a result of the
COVID-19 pandemic, due to staffing shortages.
Due to many of the above-mentioned factors, particularly that some imprisoned people
sent back completed surveys utilizing their own envelope and stamp, the sample is likely not
random, since there was an unequal probability that imprisoned people had personal funding for
envelopes and stamps. While the 600 individuals who were supposed to receive surveys (many
did not due to mail staff refusing the mail as noted above) were randomly sampled, the
participants who received the survey and who were able to send the survey back were not
randomly sampled. However, the demographics of the survey participants is closely aligned to
that of ODRC’s prison population demographics in 2020 (see Table 2 in Chapter 6: Survey
Findings), which suggests that the results may be generalizable despite the lack of randomness
described.
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Each survey consists of 51 questions in English and took approximately 15 minutes to
complete. Based on prior surveys of imprisoned people throughout the U.S. and in ODRC
specifically, it is reasonable to assume that most imprisoned people can read English, as most
prior surveys have been in English and/or did not mention language or literacy as a limitation
(Bureau of Justice Statistics, 20019; Lamb, 2014). The directions stated that imprisoned people
had up to 10 days to complete the survey. The directions also instructed respondents to fold their
survey and place it in the provided return envelope to ensure that their survey responses are not
able to be read or accessed by anyone, to preserve their privacy. As stated, there are measures in
place to ensure confidentiality. However, as an additional precautionary measure in the case that
survey responses are reviewed, no controversial questions were asked on the survey. Imprisoned
people were also instructed on the survey directions to send the surveys back to me, whether or
not they were completed.
Imprisoned people were not compensated, as I am unable to bring compensation with me
into a prison and in order to ensure compliance with the IRB, as imprisoned people are a
population vulnerable to coercion.

Quantitative Data Measurement and Analysis (Surveys)
Concerning the quantitative piece of the dissertation, the dependent variables frequency
of communication before and during COVID-19, satisfaction with communication before and
during COVID-19, relational strength before and during COVID-19, primary barriers before and
during COVID-19 for the imprisoned people, barriers before and during COVID-19 for
imprisoned people’s loved ones, visits before and after receiving tablets, will be operationalized
by survey questions. The independent variables, age, race, level education, marital status,
parental status, security classification, time served in prison, and full prison sentence, will be

66

operationalized by survey questions, as well. Due to the small number of responses in some of
the categories and to create a better distribution amongst the categories, some categories were recoded and collapsed, including outcome and predictor variables. The variables age, level of
education, and security level were coded as continuous variables. The children variable was
dichotomous (children or no children); the race variable was dichotomous (Caucasian or nonCaucasian); years served in prison was dichotomous (under 5 years or 5 or more years), prison
sentence was dichotomous (0-10 years and 11 or more years); and lastly, the marital status
variable was dichotomous (Married/In a Relationship or Single, including Widowed and
Divorced).
As shown, because survey data captured both the dependent and independent variables,
the survey questions were asked precisely and specifically in order to account for the reliability
of the data. In addition, in order to account for validity, the findings and insights are based upon
the wording of the original question to ensure that the conclusions are aligned with the survey
responses.
In order to more efficiently analyze the results of the paper survey, I utilized a scanning
service (PaperSurvey.io) that converts paper survey responses into CSV format. Prior to
receiving the surveys, I transferred the original responses into PaperSurvey.io, which formatted
the survey responses from letters to bubbles. In addition, survey directions were provided on a
separate paper from the survey itself, in order to ensure that the survey was in the appropriate
format for PaperSurvey.io. After receiving the surveys from ODRC, I scanned the surveys into
PaperSurvey.io, which converted the responses into CSV format. The service uses artificial
intelligence to scan the responses and prompted me to review the scan of the survey response if
the program was uncertain of some survey responses.
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While PaperSurvey.io aided my efficiency, some survey responses were unable to be
scanned into PaperSurvey.io. This is because one prison requested that surveys individualized for
each imprisoned person with their name and inmate number be sent to their facility and because
several respondents did not fill in the survey bubble properly and therefore PaperSurvey.io did
not recognize the responses. It was not made clear to me why this specific prison facility
requested that each survey was addressed to specific imprisoned people by name. As such, I
utilized PaperSurvey.io for some of the survey data and I manually coded some survey data.
Concerning the quantitative data analysis, hypotheses H1, H2, and H3 were conducted by
utilizing a non-parametric paired t-test, particularly the Mann Whitney U Test (or Wilcoxon
Rank Sum Test) to compare survey responses which asked about frequency of communication,
satisfaction with communication, relational strength, before COVID-19 and during COVID-19.
Between 58 and 61 survey participants reported on their experience prior to and during COVID,
which will be further discussed in Tables 13-15. In order to assess H4, a chi-square test was
used, due to the nominal nature of the survey data concerning primary barriers to communication
for imprisoned people, primary barriers to communication for imprisoned people’s loved ones,
before COVID-19 and during COVID-19. In addition to a chi-square test, to assess H4
concerning barriers for communication, descriptive statistics were used.
Concerning H5, H6, and H7, an ordinal logistic regression was utilized due to the ordinal
nature of the stated dependent variables (the dependent variables frequency of communication
before and during COVID-19, satisfaction with communication before and during COVID-19)
and a logistic regression was used due to the dichotomous nature of the dependent variable,
relational strength before and during COVID-19, to assess the impact of an imprisoned person’s
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demographic characteristics (age, race, education, marital status, parental status, security
classification, time served in prison, and full prison sentence).
Regarding H8, the Mann Whitney U Test (or Wilcoxon Rank Sum Test) was conducted
to compare survey responses which asked about the frequency of visits before receiving tablets
and after receiving tablets. H9 was assessed by utilizing an ordinal logistic regression due to the
ordinal nature of the variables visits before and after receiving tablets. All analyses were
conducted using R statistical software, and generalized variance inflation factor tests were used
to address multicollinearity among variables as well. In addition, the intraclass correlation (ICC)
was calculated to determine if there was cluster effect; the models with high ICCs accounted for
the cluster effect by including clustered standard errors. Lastly, I conducted a power analysis due
to the small sample size and provided descriptive statistics to further illustrate my findings.
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CHAPTER 5: INTERVIEW FINDINGS
Introduction
The interview portion of this dissertation sought to understand the meaning of tablets for
imprisoned people’s communication with loved ones outside of prison, during their time in
prison, and their time outside of prison upon re-entry. The following vignettes were poignant
parts of the interviews, which highlight some of the main interview themes such as institutional
control, support systems outside of prison, and the flawed technical infrastructure of prisons. The
vignettes lead into a discussion of the main findings and themes derived from the interviews.
Sam*4, a 41 year-old black male described the role of institutional control on imprisoned
people’s daily lives, including their access to and use of tablets:
If you're out there in general population and you done rubbed one of them guards
wrong…they'd give you a hard time. Nitpicking just about the littlest stuff just to see
where your mind is at…And while you were in there, basically you are a slave. So
you…get stripped of all your [rights]. Anybody, you can get searched at any given time
under any suspicions…
Noah*, a 45 year-old white male provided insight as to his perspective concerning social
networks within and outside of prison:
You go into prison alone and you leave prison alone….When you go to prison, you're all
by yourself. No matter what friends or groups you get into there, you're leaving by
yourself. It's a whole different life when you get out. Some people get out of prison and
they've been in there so long, they don't handle this life, it's so awkward to them. They
want to go back to prison because it's what they know.
John*, a 54 year-old African American male shared about the noise and technical
difficulties using tablets:
And that was kind of hectic trying to do that because you got all everybody was moving
around the day room, the noise, and you're trying to conduct a video visit. And some of
those were not, the reception sometimes wasn't that good, too, also on the video visits.

4

Pseudonyms were used to protect the identity of interviewed individuals. Asterisks (*) indicate when pseudonyms
were used.
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Theory suggests that tablets enhance social control upon imprisoned people by providing
an opportunity to connect with loved ones outside of prison (Hirschi, 1969; Sampson & Laub,
1993). Theory also suggests that tablets might decrease the strain of imprisonment by allowing
imprisoned people to communicate with loved ones outside of prison to cope with being in
prison (Merton, 1938), and that tablets may be rehabilitative and encourage self-improvement in
preparation for re-entry and life outside of prison, due to the potential for autonomy posed by
tablets (McDougall, Pearson, Torgerson, & Garcia-Reyes, 2017).
While we may understand tablets as simply objects with features (e.g., messaging, video
conferencing capabilities, music, games, books, etc.) that may have positive effects such as
decreasing the strain of imprisonment, improving behavior due to social control, and increasing
digital literacy in preparation for life outside of prison, my research indicates that their utility and
meaning for imprisoned people is not as significant as their proponents may posit. Instead,
because tablets are objects that are socially-situated in nature, as argued by STS scholars
(Hackett, Amsterdamska, Lynch & Wajcman, 2008; Bijker, Hughes & Pinch, 1987), their use
and meaning varies for different-situated incarcerated people. Namely, environmental factors
inside of prison and individual factors outside of prison shape imprisoned people’s access to and
use of tablets, as well as what the tablets mean for their lives. Specifically, factors inside of
prison include institutional control of access to tablets, noise levels, significant technical glitches,
while factors outside of prison include diminishing social networks due to time in prison, a lack
of in-person visits, and financial barriers. These factors also impact imprisoned people’s re-entry
into society, including mitigating and/or exacerbating digital inequalities, digital literacy, and
making plans for housing and employment.
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This chapter first describes interviewees’ demographics and how tablet access and use
actually works in prison. Then, the chapter delves into the factors which impact imprisoned
people’s use of tablets in prison, which mediates the meaning of tablets for imprisoned people.
Next, the chapter turns to imprisoned people’s life outside of prison and how aforementioned
factors here mediate their access to and use of tablets. Subsequently, the chapter discusses
imprisoned people’s reflections around the impact (or lack thereof) tablets have on their
experience re-entering into society after imprisonment. The chapter ends with a discussion of
interviewees’ experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic as many of them were incarcerated in
ODRC during this time.

Interviewee Demographics
Table 1. indicates that most interviewees were 40 years old or older, white/Caucasian,
and approximately half of the interviewees were female. This is likely the case because an
interviewee shared my contact information with individuals who were part of a women’s re-entry
social media community. As noted in the Empirical Framework, white women are more likely to
receive visits than other demographic groups which may be due to financial resources (Connor &
Tewksbury, 2015), and thus may be more likely to receive financial support to communicate
with loved ones via tablets. Additionally, women part of a social media community may be tech
savvy and thus more likely to utilize tablets. The total years of incarceration ranged from under
one year to 27 years, and most interviewees were released from ODRC between 2018 and 2020.
Ten interviewees had access to tablets while in prison, and while my intent was for only
half of the interviewees to have had access to tablets in prison, almost a third of the interviewees
were released in 2020, when ODRC may have provided more access to tablets for imprisoned
people amid the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, it appears that in the last few years, ODRC
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has provided tablets to imprisoned people free of charge to be used for phone calls and other
uses, which further explains why many formerly incarcerated people reported having access to
tablets.
Table 1. Interviewee Demographic Characteristics
Response
Access to Tablets

Yes

Count of
Interviewees
10

No

5

20-39

1

30-39

4

40-49

8

50-59

2

Male

7

Female

8

Age (years)

Sex
Black/African
3
American
Race and/or Ethnicity

Total Count of Years

White/Caucasian

10

Hispanic

1

N/A

1

0 to 1 years

3

>1 to 3 years

4

>3 to 6 years

3

>6 to 9 years

1

>9 to 12 years

2

Incarcerated
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Most Recent Release Year

20+ years

2

2020

4

2019

2

2018

3

2016

4

2013

1

2000

1

How Does it Actually Work to Use a Tablet in Prison?
The mechanisms which impact imprisoned people’s use of tablets in prison is critical to
understanding meaning of tablets for imprisoned people. One interviewee noted that tablets may
have been distributed slowly based upon security level, in which lower-level security facilities
received tablets first. In ODRC, imprisoned people had access to JPay tablets, GTL tablets, and a
kiosk, which tablets could be hooked up to, in order to send messages, download music, and
participate in video visits. The kiosk could have been also used to send messages to loved ones
without a tablet. It was also noted that the kiosk was generally located in a common area, which
was sometimes hectic and noisy, and thus hard to conduct video visits.
Imprisoned people reported different experiences with tablets depending upon which
tablet (GTL or JPay) they had access to. GTL tablets were described similarly as phones, and
were provided free of charge to imprisoned people, whereas JPay tablets were described as
music players, and were not considered tablets by all interviewees, though had similar uses to
that of the GTL tablets. Interviewees reported that while GTL tablets were provided free of
charge to imprisoned people, they were property of the state, and were to be returned upon
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release from prison. Imprisoned people were to sign for the tablet and receive ear buds in order
to utilize the tablets quietly, and if they were to “purposefully” shatter the tablet (as reported by
correctional officers), the imprisoned person would pay $200 USD for the tablet, which was
described by one participant as “$100 for Aspire tablets at Walmart” and “$100 for the GTL stuff
on it.” It is important to note that GTL provides the wall-mounted phone service at ODRC, and
tablets are a more recent addition to services offered to imprisoned people because to some
extent, GTL controls imprisoned people’s virtual access to loved ones, and barriers such as cost
or technical difficulties (to be further discussed), may be similar across different platforms
owned by the same company.
JPay tablets were generally purchased by imprisoned people or their families, and were
primarily used for music, though could also be used for movies, games, and sending messages.
Because the JPay tablet is purchased by the imprisoned person or their family, they are required
to take the tablet with them when they are released from prison. The JPay tablet must be
connected to the kiosk for the imprisoned person to receive and send emails, though they can
draft emails outside of the kiosk. One participant noted that there were 28 applications on their
JPay tablet homepage, including games, music, and movies. Another participant noted that JPay
is located in Florida and believes they are likely “trying to invent something to keep up with the
GTL tablets…”, indicating a preference for GTL tablets, which seemed to be common among
interviewees, likely due to cost, ease of use, and more accessibility whereas JPay tablets
appeared to be mostly utilized for access to music.
Interviewees also described the cumbersome processes put in place to utilize both types
of tablets. Imprisoned people were able to log onto their tablets on the kiosk a certain number of
times a day to check for messages but were only able to stay on for a limited amount of time
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(approximately 15-30 minutes). They then had to wait between 60-90 minutes to log on again,
unless there were others in line. At times, they reported spending hours in line in order to utilize
the kiosk.
It is clear from the interviews that tablets were used by imprisoned people to
communicate with loved ones, but more commonly, to listen to music, which indicates that
tablets have many uses but are not the cure-all for imprisoned people’s communication with
loved ones. In addition to communicating with loved ones, participants noted that tablets were
used to listen to music, for education, games (e.g., sudoku, solitaire), writing notes, pictures, and
videos. Music seemed to be the most popular use for tablets, and six interviewees utilized tablets
mostly for music and not for communication. Individual songs could be purchased or imprisoned
people could purchase a month of unlimited music via JPay or GTL. Because purchasing
individual songs could cost $2-3, unlimited music was generally preferable, but was generally
only affordable on a few occasions because it cost approximately $28 per month. Music was
described as an escape, to meditate, and to feel positive.

Life Inside of Prison
This section delves into how the environmental factors inside of prison mediate
imprisoned people’s use of tablets, which in turn impacts the meaning of tablets for imprisoned
people. In this case, tablets are socially-situated in a prison environment, in which correctional
officers’ attitudes and institutional, tablet, and relational infrastructures, mediate and undermine
imprisoned people’s access to and use of tablets to communicate with loved ones outside of
prison. Therefore, as I show in the following pages, the meaning of tablets for imprisoned people
is impacted by their use of tablets, which is ultimately mediated by correctional officers, the
institution, the physical space, and by prison technology companies.
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Correctional Officer Attitudes
While tablets are a potentially meaningful method of connection between imprisoned
people and their loved ones, in that they allow them a certain level of autonomy as predicted by
the theory of change model (McDougall, Pearson, Torgerson, & Garcia-Reyes, 2017), their
actual use is mediated by correctional officers’ attitudes about tablets in prison, which undermine
their potential here. Most interviewees described the frustrating technical glitches of tablets
which will be discussed later, and Julia*, a 32 year-old white female who served six years in
prison, noted that due to the glitches, imprisoned people would ask correctional officers for help,
and thus tablets were a “hassle” to them at times.
In general, correctional officers were described as concerned with security and preventing
tablets from being stolen by checking imprisoned people’s tablets often to ensure ownership,
which is possibly due to Colorado and Idaho state prisons’ suspension of their contract with their
tablet provider due to security concerns (Waters, 2018). Four interviewees expressed that due to
fears of abuse of technology and potential stealing, correctional officers were not supportive of
imprisoned people’s access to tablets, and John* expressed that imprisoned people believe that
prison management will “kill everything” regarding technological advancement. This sentiment,
the lack of support for innovation on the institutional level and the subsequent reduction of the
individual support for innovation, is discussed in several studies (Decelles, Tesluk, & Taxman,
2013; Lambert & Hogan, 2010; Rudes, Lerch, & Taxman, 2011). Jim* shared a story of a
correctional officer taking the JPay tablet from an imprisoned person’s hand and “throw it on the
side and walk and stomp on them” and the imprisoned person “had to buy a new one because the
[correctional officer] said he didn’t do it….The staff is always believed over the [imprisoned
person].”
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While access to photos and videos from loved ones may be a meaningful use of tablets,
correctional officers’ control of imprisoned people’s access to and use of tablets undermine the
meaning of tablets for imprisoned people. Many interviewees described the importance of
downloading and saving pictures and short videos sent from loved ones outside of prison (e.g., a
video of a child singing happy birthday to a parent in prison). One interviewee noted that
messages with pictures attached were automatically screened by prison staff, and that some
messages were screened. Matthew*, a 21 year-old white male interviewee who served two years
in prison, described how they look at photos and videos in the middle of the night when they’re
struggling because pictures and videos are a reminder that there are people outside of prison that
care, and stated that “nights are the worst in there. They’re the best, but the worst because they’re
so quiet. That leaves you with your thoughts.”
Correctional officers who believe that tablets are a luxury or privilege may temporarily
rescind imprisoned people’s access to tablets as a disciplinary measure. Five interviewees stated
that corrections officers were not supportive of imprisoned people’s access to a “luxury” like
tablets. Notably, Jessica*, a 44 year-old white female who served one year in prison, described
access to tablets in prison as luxuries as well. The idea of tablets as luxuries is reminiscent of the
“carrot-and-stick” mentality described by Jewkes and Johnston (2009), which discusses access to
technology as a “privilege” as opposed to a regular method of contact with loved ones. Another
story shared by an interviewee was in which their tablet was confiscated due to an allegation
against them that was determined to be unfounded, and their tablet was lost in inventory, and it
took more than a month to receive it back. While the frequency of occurrences such as these is
uncertain, many interviewees described their fears of their tablet, kiosk, phone, or in-person visit
accessibility being revoked for a time due to “disrespectful” or other behavior, and one
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interviewee even described tablets as a mechanism of control, which was described by Jewkes
and Johnston (2009) in their study of imprisoned people’s experience using technology in prison.
While some correctional officers were described as unsupportive of imprisoned people’s
access to tablets in prison, many interviewees described correctional officers as supportive of
their access to tablets, to some extent, which mirrors the findings of a study which surveyed 70
prison officials from six U.S. states (Mufarreh, Waitkus, & Booker, 2021). The study indicated
that prison officials who work in prisons with more access to technology (e.g., tablets in the case
of ODRC) are more likely to support access to technology. This may be because correctional
officers believe imprisoned people may be able to focus on bettering themselves rather than their
current situation, as described in the “theory of change for imprisoned people” (McDougall,
Pearson, Torgerson, & Garcia-Reyes, 2017). Interviewees shared that some correctional officers
encouraged imprisoned people to utilize their tablets to stay in contact with their families,
particularly when they were having a hard time. When asked about correctional officers’
attitudes, some interviewees expressed that correctional officers appeared indifferent about their
access to tablets, while others expressed that it made their job easier because tablets kept
imprisoned people occupied and quiet, like a “babysitter,” according to Bill*, a 42-year-old
white male who served 5.5 years in prison.
Further, Jim*, a 59 year-old white male who served 12 years in prison, stated “you wear
the same clothes. You have the same routine year after year. You go to bed. You get up. You go
eat. You make your bed” when describing the monotony of prison, and John*, a 54 year-old
black male who served 23 years in prison, captured the sentiment of most interviewees: “in the
absence of [tablets], there were very limited things to do. So naturally people stayed in the
mischief.” Hirschi, 1969 and Sampson & Laub, 1993 assert that social bonds exert social control
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on the actions of imprisoned people; however, when discussing tablets with interviewees, it is
clear that access to technology provided imprisoned people with something to do, allowing them
to cope with the strains of imprisonment (Agnew, 1992; Merton; 1938), not necessarily related to
their ability to connect with loved ones. \

Institutional, Tablet, and Relational Infrastructures
In addition to correctional officers’ attitudes, imprisoned people’s environment (prison)
includes institutional, tablet, and relational infrastructures, all of which mediate imprisoned
people’s use of tablets in prison, which ultimately undermines the meaning of tablets for
imprisoned people. When interviewees were asked about their experience using tablets for
communication with loved ones, a typical response included an assessment of the conveniences
and inconveniences when using tablets in relation to the infrastructure of prison facilities as well
as of the tablets themselves. Some of the conveniences include shorter lines to talk on the wallmounted phone or kiosk, the ability to send messages rather than send letters, and the quickness
of the response; imprisoned people were able to send messages back and forth throughout the
day, rather than waiting days for a letter. Interviewees also described tablets as helpful for those
who were unable to receive visits due to distance and other factors, a difficulty commonly
experienced by imprisoned people (Bloom & Steinhart, 1993; Casey-Acevedo & Bakken, 2002;
Christian, 2005).
Four interviewees shared stories about hearing about the death of loved ones or loved
ones’ attempted suicides while in prison and were grateful to have been able to hear about it on
the day it happened due to their access to tablets, rather than days later; however, those
interviewees described the heartbreak of not being able to be physically present. Sam*, a 41
year-old male said while talking about loved ones dying while he was imprisoned: “But like if
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you’d have been out here and you found out somebody passed away, you'd have been more
emotional. But by being there, like…you had this numb feeling about everything.” Jim*, a 59
year-old white male shared a different sentiment:
I’ve seen people in [prison] that their family members have passed on and they rarely
had communication with them. As a matter of fact, I was one of them. I mean I’m fine
with it because I know where they are. The only hardest part about it is that I do miss
them….I still have dreams and stuff.
Matthew*, a 21 year-old white male, frustrated with the lag in information received from
inside of prison shared:
…it was my birthday the next day, and then I went to go to a visit with my parents and
my little brothers. I see my dad and ask, ‘what happened to my friend?’ He got quiet, and
then told me my friend was dead…I don’t want to have to wait days to hear about people
dying…I’d rather be able to hear about it now or if there’s something I have to know like,
‘Hey, this person’s in the hospital. Give them a call.’
Lastly, Olivia*, a 39 year-old white woman, shared about how using a tablet to
communicate with her daughter, immediately after her daughter’s suicide attempt, was
particularly helpful. Olivia* shared:
I was able to find out about it, and not find out about it when I came home, because I
think that would have devastated me more. So I was able to talk to my daughter on the
phone and everything and be like, ‘Hey, look, I've been through that stuff, too. It's not
worth it. If you need anybody, you can talk to me, because I can relate to you and that
issue.’ So when it comes to the big things that happened when I was in there, like death
or my daughter attempting suicide, I'm glad that we had the GTL, because I was at least
able to connect with family and find out what was going on instead of coming home and
just be bombarded with a bunch of stuff.
Tablets may be meaningful to imprisoned people due to the ease and quickness in which
they are able to communicate with loved ones outside of prison. However, interviewees also
described some inconveniences that mediate their use of tablets in prison, such as the
requirement to send emails, make phone calls, and video visits with their tablet hooked up to the
kiosk rather than on their tablet in their living quarters. In addition, interviewees stated that they
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were only allowed to utilize the kiosk for fifteen minutes, which was not always enough time,
and that they were not able to use their tablets or the kiosk between 11:00pm and 6:00am, which
was frustrating. Setting up the tablet and contacts could sometimes take a few days because
family members were required to download an application and be approved by the prison, which
may delay imprisoned people’s connection to loved ones in prison during the beginning of their
prison stay. Francesca* also stated that imprisoned people are unable to utilize the phone for
their first thirty days in prison, which they believe is a mechanism to institutionalize imprisoned
people. While not stated directly, these instances imply a need to change in order to cope and
survive in the absence of a loving support system, because while imprisoned people may have a
support system outside of prison, they do not necessarily have a support system in prison.
Support systems will be discussed with more depth in the next section.
The meaning of tablets for imprisoned people depends in part upon the institutional and
technological infrastructure, which undermines the ease of using tablets for imprisoned people.
The most common inconvenience of the tablets cited by interviewees were the technical
difficulties with the Wi-Fi, reception, dropped calls, freezing, low volume, and video visits
cancelled by the tablet company. The tablets and kiosk were described as chaotic and not
dependable. Other technical difficulties included the kiosk and/or tablet breaking down and the
resulting inability to send messages, make phone calls, or conduct video visits. In addition,
interviewees described scenarios when technical difficulties would occur in which they lost
money from dropped phone calls or video visits, and then had to wait ninety minutes to log in
again due to time restraints. Interviewees also described how tablets (and phones) were difficult
to use on holidays because most imprisoned people would be attempting to get in touch with
their loved ones. Importantly, similar technical issues were cited in a study which surveyed 281
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visitors to a jail (Sturges & Al-Khattar, 2009).
In addition to institutional and technological infrastructure, imprisoned people’s
relationships with one another also impacts their use of tablets. Interviewees discussed their
relationships with other imprisoned people as great help or hinderance to their ability to keep in
touch with loved ones outside of prison. The word cloud analyses (Appendix C) suggested that
one of the most frequent words utilized by interviewees was “people,” indicating that
interviewees were not just sharing their experiences, but also the experiences of those with
whom they were imprisoned. Importantly, it may have also been easier to share the experiences
they observed rather than their own experiences due to possible emotional turmoil.
The relational infrastructure within the prison was described as based upon the city
imprisoned people were from and their physical stature/strength relative to that of the other
imprisoned people. Most interviewees described the long (and sometimes violent) lines to utilize
the wall-mounted phones. After waiting in line for the phone, interviewees limited the length of
their phone calls in order to prevent fights. Gangs, grouped by cities, appeared to enforce “city
phones” in which imprisoned people were to utilize the phones based upon their city (e.g.,
Toledo, Cincinnati, Columbus, Cleveland), according to some interviewees. Frank* also believed
that ODRC provided GTL tablets free of charge because some imprisoned people were “bullied
out of [using] the [wall-mounted] phones” because using the phones was a battle of “the strong
versus the weak.” Importantly, interviewees also noted that there were few kiosks in their units
as well, making it difficult to contact loved ones at times; however, Matthew* stated there were
“less fights, less aggravation” in the lines to utilize the phones due to additional methods to
contact loved ones via tablets.
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The anecdotal decrease of violence due to an increase of access to communication
methods with loved ones may align to some extent with social bond theory (Hirschi, 1969;
Sampson & Laub, 1993), and the rehabilitative potential aligns with the “theory of change for
imprisoned people” (McDougall, Pearson, Torgerson, & Garcia-Reyes, 2017). However, it’s also
possible that access to technology combatted boredom, and provided a method to cope with the
strains of imprisonment (Agnew, 1992; Merton, 1938), and may not necessarily be associated
with connection to loved ones.
Additionally, noise in prison and close proximity to others also hinders imprisoned
people’s use of tablets in prison, which in turn impacts the meaning of tablets for imprisoned
people. In addition to the power dynamic and issue with phone lines, many interviewees
described the noise in prison and lack of privacy as a hinderance to communicating with loved
ones. The kiosks were described as being located in common areas where imprisoned people
spent time in groups. Julia* asked, “can you imagine trying to have an in-depth, or just even just
trying to be present in a conversation with your family while four phones are being occupied, the
other kiosk is being occupied, people are fighting over the phone line?” in their description of the
lack of quiet and privacy in the phone/kiosk area. Some interviewees reported writing letters
instead of utilizing the phone in order to better communicate with loved ones considering these
barriers.
While other imprisoned people may contribute to violence, noise or stealing, imprisoned
people sometimes shared tablets with one another which contributes to the meaningfulness of
tablets as sharing may strengthen relationships in prison. However, the need to share tablets in
prison also sheds light upon the difference in financial resources among imprisoned people,
which will be discussed further in the next section. An insight concerning other imprisoned

84

people helping or hindering communication with loved ones was a discussion around stealing
tablets and PINs (used for the phone) as well as sharing tablets. One interviewee explained that
imprisoned people utilized PINs in order to charge funds to their account (rather than that of their
loved ones) in order to make phone calls, and sometimes, a person in line may see and memorize
another person’s PIN. Due to the stealing of PINs, ODRC instituted a voice recognition
password, which was reported as difficult for imprisoned people who were sick and lost their
voice for a time. Stealing tablets was also discussed but did not appear to be particularly
common because prison surveillance footage would generally reveal who stole the tablet and
tablets have the owner’s name on the screen. In addition, while tablets were not allowed to be
shared among imprisoned people, many interviewees reported sharing tablets with other
imprisoned people they were close to in order to listen to music and communicate with loved
ones.
A few interviewees described the difference between imprisoned people who had a short
sentence (short-timers) and those who had a long sentence (long-timers). Long-timers were
described as more respectful and helpful, while short-timers were described as disrespectful and
disruptive, particularly in the context of loudness or fights during phone calls or video visit
sessions. The same interviewee described the plight of imprisoned people as “their situation is
they can have all the goals, the admiration, but they can’t go nowhere,” which aligns with how
strain theory adherents may describe prison’s increase of strain on an already-strained
population.
I asked interviewees about their preferences for communicating with loved ones while in
prison if anything was possible in regard to the mode, method, or frequency of communication.
Based on their responses, the meaning of technology for imprisoned people is shaped by human
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relationships and institutional rules within the prisons so much so that their preferences for
communication appear to be mediated by the reality of life inside of a prison facility. For
example, Jessica* stated, “I think they have utilized everything that they could as far as
communication” and another noted that upgraded tablets with no technical glitches would be
preferred. Demetra* expressed wanting to be able to communicate with loved ones at any time of
day, and then stated, “but then I get where you can’t do that at the same time. I understand where
they’re coming from too.” Similarly, Matthew* expressed wanting a flip phone with only phone
call capabilities and no internet access or text messaging capabilities due to the need for prison
staff to monitor imprisoned people’s use of it. These interviewees expressed empathy and
understanding for prison staff, rules, and limitations, and at the same time, did not seem to think
their genuine preferences were possible.
Other interviewees specifically stated preferences for more in-person visits, placing
imprisoned people in facilities closer to where their loved ones reside, and full-day visits. Most
interviewees expressed a preference for being able to communicate with loved ones on a phone
with video visit capabilities with no time restraints in their living quarters, removing their current
requirement to communicate at the kiosk in 15-30 minute increments during pre-set hours. Word
cloud analyses (Appendix C) found that imprisoned people utilized the word “time” several
times, further suggesting that imprisoned people felt a lack of enough time to communicate with
loved ones on the phone, tablets, or during in-person visits and the constant concern with time
restraints and limits.
Lastly, imprisoned people’s access to tablets is mediated by the cost of using tablets in
prison. Many interviewees mentioned a decreased financial cost to communicate with loved
ones, including the possibility of free calls, the same phone rates that people outside the confines
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of prison pay. Some interviewees noted that their and their loved ones’ income should be taken
into consideration when determining the cost of phone calls and video visits. Interviewees’
preferences indicate that the strains of imprisonment (Merton, 1938; Agnew, 1992) would likely
be mitigated by increased and cheaper (Katzenstein and Waller, 2015) access to technology and
in-person visits to connect with loved ones.

Life Outside of Prison
The meaning of tablets for imprisoned people is also shaped by the individual contexts of
their lives and, to explain this, the following pages delve into the factors concerning imprisoned
people’s life outside of prison which mediate their access to and use of tablets. In this case,
tablets are socially-situated in an imprisoned person’s individual context, in which their support
system and financial standing mediate imprisoned people’s access to and use of tablets to
communicate with loved ones outside of prison. The meaning of tablets for imprisoned people to
communicate with loved ones depends upon whether they have a support system, particularly on
their ability to finance their use of tablets in prison or during in-person visits.

Support System
Tablets are most meaningful to imprisoned people when they have a support system that
they can regularly communicate with; tablets are the means by which imprisoned people may
connect to this. Most interviewees highlighted the importance of having an existing support
system prior to entering prison, and the difficulty of developing a support system while in prison.
Additionally, word cloud analyses (Appendix C) suggested that “family” was a word commonly
utilized by imprisoned people, indicating that most imprisoned people’s family are considered to
be their “loved ones.” In my interview questions, I asked about “loved ones” generally, and most
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imprisoned people appeared to interpret that to mean their families, as opposed to their close
friends, which may indicate that imprisoned people may have smaller circles of support than
those outside of prison due to their circumstances.
Five interviewees described how tablets helped them to maintain existing relationships
because tablets themselves cannot create a support system, while others described lacking a
support system and utilizing tablets for music primarily, rather than for communication. Other
interviewees reported attempting to keep in touch with loved ones, but their attempts to reach out
were not reciprocated, and one interviewee specifically noted that they believed this was because
they had been incarcerated prior, and their loved ones were disappointed. This is a common
experience among imprisoned people who have prior offenses (Christian, 2005; Cochran, Mears
& Bales, 2017) which may be due to strained relationships (Arditti, Lambert-Shute & Joest,
2003) or due to being less involved in their communities and therefore receiving less social
support (Clear, Rose, et al., 2003). A few interviewees described developing a support system
within prison, in which other imprisoned people would share medicine and music, and one
interviewee specifically described meeting their current fiancé in prison. Alyssa*, a 43 year-old
white female who served almost five years in prison, shared how tablets allowed her to reconcile:
I was able to get closer because communicating with them on the kiosk or on the phone
every day, I was able to actually talk to my mom about things I've done in the past and
apologize, just make things right. And actually have relationships with some of my
family that I never had before. You know what I mean? I even had cousins that would
email me and send me J Pays that I haven't communicated with in years. They wanted to
get their relationship back with me because I was a different person in prison than I was
before I went. Because I was on the drugs and everything. And so it helped me get closer
with a lot of people.
In Alyssa’s* case, tablets allowed her to communicate with loved ones she believes that
she would not have been able to communicate with if it weren’t for her access to tablets. The
financial cost as a barrier to imprisoned people’s access to and use of tablets will be discussed in
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greater detail; however, it is worth noting that the meaning of imprisoned people’s access to
loved ones via technology is mediated by their and their loved ones financial standing and
willingness to spend money on imprisoned people, due to the high cost of tablets. Loved ones
must be able and willing to pay for messages, phone calls, or video conferences, which may not
be the case due to finances or due to strained relationships and a lack of desire to reconcile.
The meaning of tablets for communication depends upon whether an imprisoned person
has support system outside of prison to communicate with. Despite the vast experiences with
communication with loved ones while in prison and support systems or lack thereof, most
participants highlighted the importance of increasing access to technology and imprisoned
people’s opportunities to communicate with loved ones outside of prison. Interviewees shared
that receiving a letter, email, or having a phone call was the highlight of their days, weeks, and
months. They also described the significance of hearing from loved ones on holidays and
birthdays whether in-person or virtually, and the jealousy they felt when they saw other
imprisoned people communicating with loved ones. Jim* stated “as far as wanting to stay current
with family and friends around holidays that's when this tablet is the most useful” and Noah*
pointed out that communication with loved ones helps imprisoned people feel more stable, and
that access to more modes of communication would likely prevent depression and suicide.
Similarly, prior research indicates the importance of social ties to prevent isolation and to reduce
the strains of imprisonment (Blevins, Listwan, Cullen & Jonson, 2010; Jiang & Winfree, 2006).

Financial Cost as a Barrier, Relative to Financial Standing
Imprisoned people’s lack of financial resources greatly impacts their access to and use of
tablets and thus undermines the meaning of tablets for them. Many journalist accounts (Finkel &
Bertram, 2019; Riley, 2018; Waters, 2018), law review articles (Horton, 2019; Fulcher, 2014),
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and a study (Katzenstein & Waller, 2015) discuss the financially exploitative and costprohibitive nature of imprisoned people’s access to tablets in prison, mediating the access to and
use of tablets, therefore undermining tablets’ meaning for imprisoned people. Word cloud
analyses (Appendix C) further bolster the thematic analysis that financial cost was discussed as a
significant barrier in terms of access to technology, as well as to in-person visits.
One interviewee, Frank*, described the power dynamic and the replication of the class
system in prison – it was clear who was more fortunate in terms of finances than others. Frank*
noted “that’s what separates you in prison…people with money…hang around with people with
money, people that’s broke just going to be around broke people… it’s the unwritten rule.”
Notably, the “unwritten rule” described does not seem very different than life outside of prison.
Four interviewees discussed how imprisoned people who had money and did not have to work
while they were in prison were able to talk on the phone/tablet/kiosk more due to having more
money and time while other imprisoned people were working or were in school.
Because most imprisoned people’s minimum monthly pay was $18-25 USD per month,
the cost to use tablets was described as a barrier. Interviewees reported that GTL tablets were
provided to them free of charge, whereas JPay tablets were purchased for between $150 and
$250 USD, depending upon the size of the tablet. Utilizing the tablet for phone calls was
comparable in price to the wall-mounted phones but were described as more convenient.
Imprisoned people could purchase rubber keyboards for $20 USD, in addition to the tablet,
which was helpful for imprisoned people who were in school. Four-thousand-character emails
cost one stamp, which is approximately thirty cents, however, any photo or video attachments
would cost an extra two or more stamps. Video visits were described as costing between $9 and
$14 USD for fifteen-to-twenty minute visits, prices which are similar to that found in the Vera
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study (Digard, diZerega, Yaroni, & Rinaldi, 2016). Games cost between $15-20 USD.
Imprisoned people were given one free letter per month to send to loved ones. There appeared to
have been discounts on purchasing tablets and opportunities to communicate with loved ones for
free over the phone, email, and video visit, throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, as previously
discussed (ODRC COVID-19 Updates, n.d.).
John* explained how imprisoned people who work for the Ohio Prison Industries make
$70-100 USD per month, though most imprisoned people interviewed appear to receive the
minimum pay described. One interviewee noted that saving to purchase a tablet without the help
of loved ones was impossible, while two interviewees stated that they knew imprisoned people
who would save up for years to purchase a tablet. According to one participant, it costs $28 USD
per month for unlimited music on GTL tablets, whereas it costs $2 USD per song for JPay music,
in which Matthew* exclaimed “you know how old 10 songs get when you’re in there? I had
about 900 songs on there. I probably used it…six to eight hours out of every day at minimum…”
It is important to note that services which are mostly free (e.g., emails, video communication) or
cheaper (e.g., phone calls, music) to individuals outside of prison are more expensive for the
imprisoned population, who have significantly less income. Frank* poignantly stated, “the state
is…taking advantage of the poor [and] unfortunate, because people don’t have, a lot of people in
prison don’t have.”
Some interviewees described how their family members paid for their tablet and
associated services while in prison, while Sam*, a 41 year-old black male who served 2.5 years
in prison, described that their families were giving them “tough love,” or that they did not want
to pressure their families into sending them money for these services due to the exorbitant
financial cost. Noah* stated “money was everything in prison…if your family couldn’t pay for
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you to get a tablet, you didn’t get one.” Further, a tablet is a “paperweight,” according to Bill*,
without the ability to send messages or have phone calls.
Almost every interviewee discussed the cost to use tablets and the difficult decisionmaking associated with using tablets (e.g., making a phone call versus purchasing a personal
hygiene product that week). The affordability of utilizing tablets appeared to depend upon how
constant imprisoned people were able to communicate with loved ones outside of prison. For
example, one interviewee described deciding between talking with their family and purchasing
soup when they’re hungry at night. Others described how they use their monthly $18-25 pay in
prison to pay for hygiene products and cold medicine, and any extra funds are used to pay for the
tablet services (e.g., music, phone calls, etc.).
Matthew* described the weight of these daily financial decisions and another explained
how they and their mother decided not to have full phone calls because of the cost, and despite
that decision, would agonize during phone calls and think “Damn, if I use up this whole call, I’m
not going to call my mom tomorrow because I don’t have any money.” Matthew* also described
how purchasing seven days of music streaming was incredibly expensive, but that those seven
days of the month meant “the biggest difference” for “serenity.” Lastly, one interviewee
expressed frustration that they were not able to give their tablet to their friends in prison after
leaving, and it is unclear whether this is a prison security protocol or a JPay protocol, and
regardless, it requires imprisoned people to purchase tablets, when they may have been able to
receive them for free from those being released into society. It is unclear why the prison does not
appear to allow formerly incarcerated people to gift or donate their purchased JPay tablet to
imprisoned people.

92

It appears that while tablets may be helpful for imprisoned people to stay in contact with
loved ones on a more regular basis, that the limited amount of time imprisoned people are able to
connect with loves ones may not reduce the strains of imprisonment (Merton, 1938; Agnew,
1992), or may not increase social bonds enough to decrease criminality and better behavior
(Hirschi, 1969). Again, while tablets have the potential to exert social control or reduce the
strains of imprisonment, the institution’s control and rules regarding the use of tablets in prison
undermine this potential.

Barriers to In-Person Visits
Using tablets for communication purposes may be more meaningful to imprisoned people
who may not receive many in-person visits from their loved ones due to the barriers posed by inperson visits. When interviewees were asked about barriers to in-person visits, the following
barriers were described: distance to the prison, prison rules/limitations, hectic prison
environment, inability to touch during visits, emotional hardship after visits, imprisoned people’s
strip searches prior to and after visits, etc. The barriers to in-person visits mentioned by
interviewees have been widely acknowledged in empirical studies (Bloom & Steinhart, 1993;
Casey-Acevedo & Bakken, 2002; Christian, 2005; Jackson, Templer, Reimer & LeBaron, 1997;
Schafer, 1994; Bloom & Steinhart, 2003; Casey-Acevedo & Bakken, 2002). Many interviewees
did not receive visits due to these barriers, and others emphasized that despite the barriers, their
loved ones “found a way to make it.” One interviewee described receiving visits once or twice a
year due to their family living four hours away, and another described how their mom worked
nearby and visited weekly. Other interviewees described receiving visits at the beginning of their
incarceration but receiving less visits throughout their incarceration due to the stated barriers.
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Barriers for in-person visits may lead to imprisoned people’s loved ones preferring to
connect with loved ones via tablets, and thus these barriers may dictate the meaning of tablets for
imprisoned people. Concerning prison rules/limitations, Demetra*, a 31 year-old white female
who served less than one year in prison, shared that her five year-old daughter was unable to visit
her due to wearing shorts on one occurrence, and other interviewees shared similar stories. The
uncomfortable and hectic environment of the prison discouraged some interviewee’s loved ones
from visiting, and the “degrading” and “humiliating” strip searches before and after visits
discouraged some imprisoned people from receiving visits. In addition, some interviewees
described emotional turmoil after visits due to missing their loved ones, and the difficulty for
their loved ones, and children in particular, during and after visits.
Despite the barriers for in-person visits, most interviewees preferred in-person visits to
utilizing tablets for communication and viewed tablets as a supplement to in-person visits. One
interviewee explained that imprisoned people are allowed to have 3.5 hours of in-person visits
per week, which can be split up between four visits or used in one visit. The in-person visit
timeframe is longer than video visits, which are generally between 15-30 minutes. Further,
quality time was more difficult with loved ones when communicating with loved ones using
tablets due to the lack of ability to hug or touch. Several studies confirm the widespread
experience that in-person social support is more satisfying (Holtzmann, Declerck, Turcotte, Lisi
& Woodworth, 2017) as well as the importance of physical touch in the visitation modality of inperson visits (Tartaro & Levy, 2017). While tablets, particularly throughout the COVID-19
pandemic, may be beneficial to imprisoned people, the meaning of tablets for imprisoned people
is mediated by and ultimately curbed by the limitations imposed by the prison and their
individual context.
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Tablets and Re-Entry
Tablets were described as meaningful by interviewees, particularly when used for making
plans, such as arranging their ride from prison after their release and enhancing their digital
literacy. Three interviewees discussed the use of tablets to make plans for their re-entry, and the
five described the helpfulness of tablets for their understanding of digital technology. Four of the
five interviewees who found tablets to be helpful to understand digital technology served
between five and twenty-three years in prison, suggesting that length of time in prison may be an
important indicator of impact of technology for digital technology. However, most interviewees
did not believe tablets to be a significant factor in their re-entry to society and five believed that
access to tablets did not help with their understanding of digital technology. The five
interviewees who believed that access did not help with their understanding of digital technology
ranged from 21 to 49 years old, and four of the five spent less than 3 years in prison.
Some interviewees expressed that tablets may be meaningful for some aspects of reintegration into society. Noah*, a 45-year-old white male who served 4.5 years in prison, shared
“your family may not be ready for you to come back.” Francesca*, a 42-year-old white female
who served one year in prison, shared fears of going to the grocery store because “just too much
people, too much freedom” and emphasized that tablets may be helpful for imprisoned people
because if they “[don’t] feel so separated from the whole wide world, then it might not be so
traumatic when [they] get back into it.” This concept is similar to Reisdorf and Rikard’s (2018)
model called “digital rehabilitation,” which is the idea that digital technology can help
imprisoned people re-enter economically, culturally, socially, and personally, by using
technology.
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Access to tablets in prison may be meaningful to imprisoned people if this access
enhances their digital literacy, which may in turn improve their employment prospects upon reentry into society. Interviewees’ digital literacy appeared to depend on their sentence length,
their understanding of digital technology prior to imprisonment, and their age, and younger
interviewees described helping older imprisoned people with using tablets in prison and in their
halfway houses after release. In addition, interviewees shared how tablets enabled them to
practice typing more quickly and enabled their knowledge of digital technology including how to
email and search online, which was helpful for completing job applications after release, which
is important considering the “rise of the network society” (Castells, 1996) and the importance of
computer literacy in the workforce (Keck & Buss, 2012).
Tablets to some extent, kept interviewees informed on current events in the world and in
their families, and made them feel as though they were in society because as John* noted,
“prison kind of puts you back in the stone age,” which is reminiscent of the Jewkes and Reisdorf
(2016) finding that imprisoned people felt like “cavemen” due to being cut off from society.
Further, Frank*, a 47-year-old black male who served two years in prison, poignantly stated, “I
was left behind,” which further suggests “digital inequalities” (Jewkes & Johnston, 2009; Jewkes
& Reisdorf, 2016) and the “digital divide” (Kerr & Willis, 2018) experienced by imprisoned
people. The theme of digital literacy appeared to be important for both imprisoned people and for
their loved ones; a few interviewees reported not utilizing tablets frequently because their loved
ones were unfamiliar with digital technology. On the other hand, one interviewee stated that their
friends would likely only communicate with them using digital technology because it is easier
and more efficient, and they may not be familiar with purchasing envelopes, stamps, and sending
a letter.
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The interviews suggest that imprisoned people’s digital literacy mediates their use of
technology upon re-entry into society. There were five interviews scheduled that did not occur,
for various reasons, relating to digital inequalities as well as the limitations of virtual
communication. Three of the five individuals disconnected from the call partway through the
consent form, which may have been due to the consent form’s length. It is unlikely that these
same individuals would leave the interview during the consent form stage of the interview if it
were being conducted in-person. However, virtual connection may be exhausting, especially
during the pandemic, when connecting virtually is a necessity, and it is easier to disconnect
virtually than it would be to do so in-person. Two individuals did not answer phone calls for the
scheduled interviews. Some potential participants and actual participants struggled to utilize
email and may not have read the interview confirmation.
Some potential participants struggled with accessing Zoom, which may have been due to
a lack of smart phones or laptops to access Zoom, or difficulty using the platform. While some of
these potential participants were not ultimately interviewed, this is a valuable insight to
understanding both access to digital technology and digital illiteracy. However, I rescheduled
interviews with most potential participants who appeared to be having trouble accessing Zoom to
phone interviews. Nine of fifteen interviews took place over the phone. In general, some
interviews were rescheduled one or more times and some potential participants were hard to
reach via text, email, and phone. Therefore, in addition to access to digital technology and
possible digital illiteracy, individuals may have been initially interested in being interviewed and
then changed their minds for a variety of reasons. While communicating with a researcher is
different than communicating with loved ones, these same roadblocks to communication may
occur while these individuals were imprisoned in addition to their time re-entering into society.
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While most interviewees were grateful for their access to tablets, they generally
expressed that the re-entry programs they participated in were more meaningful for their re-entry
into society. Interviewees emphasized the helpfulness of re-entry programs that they were
participating in, which could help them with digital literacy, building a resume, and
communication skills. A few interviewees participated in a volunteer “dog program” which
taught them how to train dogs for disabled people for forty hours per week and were considered
reintegration activities as imprisoned people could earn a dog trainer certificate. Notably, Bill*
stated “[tablets] don’t replace the program,” concerning a re-entry program they were
participating in.

COVID-19
While interviewees were not specifically asked about COVID-19, a few were released in
2020 during the COVID-19 pandemic and shed some light as to the impact of the virus in ODRC
facilities. One interviewee released in September 2020 stated that most facilities were in
lockdown because approximately 75% of the prison population had COVID-19, and only three
prisons did not have any COVID-19 cases. As discussed in the Introduction, Background and
Rationale ODRC in the Context of COVID-19 section, ODRC has been fairly transparent in their
reporting of COVID-19’s impact in their facilities and reported that their test positivity rate was
approximately 68% in April 2020 (ODRC Covid-19 Information, 2021). The interviewee stated
(anecdotally) that employees are likely bringing COVID-19 into the facilities because
imprisoned people cannot go anywhere.
The interviewees released during the COVID-19 pandemic corroborated some of
ODRC’s published protocols, including suspended visits and free and/or discounted virtual
methods of communication. The interviewees also provided some new information, particularly
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that JPay allowed imprisoned people to download one movie per week for free, the warden of
their facility sent emails to them via JPay throughout the pandemic to communicate and keep
calm, and that the issue of phone lines was even more problematic because only every other
phone was able to be used in order to maintain social distance. In general, imprisoned people
released during the pandemic were outraged at the high positivity rate in prison and grateful for
the free and/or discounted methods to communicate with loved ones.
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CHAPTER 6: SURVEY FINDINGS
Introduction
Empirical research indicates that demographic characteristics can, to some extent, predict
the frequency and the quality of visits received by imprisoned people. This chapter adds to
empirical research by illustrating that imprisoned people’s use of tablets for communication is
also correlated with demographic characteristics. Building off Chapter 5’s main argument, this
chapter argues that tablets are socially situated in nature, in that an imprisoned person’s
demographic characteristics, such as their age, biological sex, education level, marital and
parental status, as well as the COVID-19 global pandemic, impact their access to, use of, and
experience using tablets for communication. This chapter also argues that while tablets have the
potential to be beneficial to imprisoned people in theory, in practice, there are several barriers
which undermine the benefit of tablets for imprisoned people.

Demographic Characteristics
Seventy-eight imprisoned people from 16 different facilities responded to the survey, and
72 of the respondents reported having access to tablets. Table 2 shows the demographic
characteristics of the respondents. Almost all the respondents were male and between 30-59
years old. Approximately 41.03% of the respondents were African American/Black/Caribbean
and 45% of the respondents were Caucasian (Non-Hispanic). Regarding marital status,
approximately 46.15% reported being single and 35.90% reported being married and/or in a
relationship; most (61.53%) reported having children, and most respondents completed high
school. Approximately 74.36% of respondents have served 20+ years in prison and
approximately 53.85% of respondents’ full sentence is 11+ years in prison. Additionally, 76.92%
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of respondents were classified as Level 1 (Low) or Level 2 (Low-Medium) in terms of facility
security level.
Due to the small number of responses in some of the categories, some categories were recoded and collapsed, including outcome and predictor variables. Note that the below analyses
did not include gender as a control variable because almost all the respondents were male.
Lastly, while the sample size is small, Table 2 indicates that the percentage of respondents is
similar to ODRC’s race, gender and age demographics, suggesting that the survey results are
generalizable.
Table 2. Demographic Characteristics5
(n=78)
Survey Demographic
Characteristic

Percentage

32

41.03%

36

46.15%

51.40%

Other

8

10.26%

4.00%

Missing

2

2.56%

-

Male

75

96.15%

92.22%

Female

2

2.56%

7.78%

Intersex

1

1.28%

-

18-29 years old

7

8.97%

30-39 years old

29

37.18%

40-49 years old

24

30.77%

50-59 years old

11

14.10%

60-69 years old

6

7.69%

70-79 years old

0

0.00%

80+ years old

1

1.28%

African
American/Black/Caribbean
Caucasian (Non-Hispanic)
Race

Gender6

Age

ODRC FY
Available
Demographics
44.60%

Count

79.31%

20.69%

The table represents the re-coded categories, except for Race and Age because of the comparison to ODRC’s
demographics. The Race variable was recoded to combine African American/Black/Caribbean and Other (NonWhite). The Age variable was recoded to the following: 18-39 years old, 40-59 years old, and 60+ years old.
6
Note that the information provided in the ODRC 2020 Annual Report did not include a count or percentage of
intersex imprisoned people.
5
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Marital
Status

Number of
Children

Education

Years
Served in
Prison
Full
Sentence in
Years

Facility
Security
Level

Single (including
Widowed and Divorced)
Married or In a
Relationship
Missing

-

49

62.82%

28

35.90%

1

1.28%

-

0 children

27

34.62%

-

One or more children

48

61.53%

-

Missing

3

3.85%

-

Some High School

8

10.26%

-

High School or GED

32

41.03%

-

Some College
Missing
Less than 5 years

34
4
19

43.57%
5.13%
24.36%

-

5 or more years

58

74.36

-

Missing

1

1.28%

-

0-10 years

34

43.59%

-

11 years or more

42

53.85%

-

Missing

2

2.56%

-

Level 1 (Low)

31

39.74%

-

Level 2 (Low-Medium)

29

37.18%

-

17

21.79

1

1.28%

Level 3 and Level 4
(Medium-High)
Missing

-

-

-

Summary Statistics
Tables 3 through 7 show the summary statistics on the dependent variables, frequency of
communication, satisfaction with communication, relational strength, primary barriers to
communication for imprisoned people, and primary barriers to communication for loved ones,
before and during COVID-19. In the tables below, the listwise deleted values for count and
percent before and after COVID come from survey responses in which respondents were asked
about their experiences before and after COVID in the same survey. Notably, most respondents
reported communicating with loved ones more than twice a week both before and during
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COVID-19 (Table 3). This communication can include any method, including in-person visits,
phone calls, or video calls.

Frequency
More than twice a
week
Once or twice a
week
Once or twice a
month
Once every other
month or less
I was not in prison
before March
2020.

Table 3. Frequency of Communication
(n=76)
Count Before
Percentage
Count During
COVID
Before COVID
COVID

Percentage
During COVID

47

61.84

49

66.22

12

15.79

13

17.58

7

9.21

6

8.1

5

6.58

6

8.1

5

6.58

N/A

N/A

Survey results suggest that imprisoned people became more satisfied with their
communication with loved ones during COVID, which may be due to their increased access to
technological means to communicate with loved ones. Frequencies and tabulations in Table 4
indicate that approximately 63.51% of participants reported feeling always or mostly satisfied
with their communication with loved ones during COVID and 58.11% of participants reported
feeling this way prior to COVID. Statistically significant differences will be tested for further in
this chapter.

Satisfaction
Always
Mostly
Sometimes
Rarely or Never
I was not in prison
before March
2020.

Table 4. Satisfaction with Communication
(n=74)
Count Before
Percentage
Count During
COVID
Before COVID
COVID
17
22.97
16
26
35.14
31
17
22.97
19
9
12.17
8
5

6.76
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N/A

Percentage
During COVID
21.62
41.89
25.68
10.81
N/A

Table 5 indicates that most survey respondents reported their relational strength to be 10
(the highest possible number). As stated, satisfaction with communication increased for survey
participants during COVID (Table 4), which may be due to the increased frequency reported in
Table 3, similar to their reported relational strength, which appears to be higher during COVID
as well (Table 5). Statistically significant differences will be tested for further in this chapter.

Relational
Strength
Relational Strength
Rated between 1-9
Relational Strength
Rated as a 10

Table 5. Relational Strength
(n=69)
Count Before
Percentage Before Count During
COVID
COVID
COVID

Percentage
During COVID

29

42.03%

18

26.09%

40

57.97%

51

73.91%

The top primary barrier for communication reported by imprisoned people was technical
glitches both prior to and during COVID (Table 6), which is aligned with barriers reported by
interviewees. Interestingly, “there are no barriers” was the second most common reported item,
which contrasts with the information provided in the interviews. This highlights the benefit to
mixed-methods research as Table 6 highlights that tablets’ technical glitches appear to be a
common barrier as learned through the surveys, and the interviews allowed me to understand the
mechanisms of how tablets work and the potential and actual barriers that may arise for some
imprisoned people.

Barrier

Tablets have
frustrating technical
glitches.
There are no
barriers.
I was not in prison
before March 2020.

Table 6. Primary Barriers (Imprisoned Person)
Count Before
Percent Before
Count During
COVID
COVID
COVID
(n=53)
(n=50)

Percentage
During COVID

18

33.96

21

42

17

32.08

19

38

5

9.43
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N/A

N/A

Prison rules make
using tablets
difficult.
Cost to use tablets (I
do not have the
money on my end).
My family and/or
loved ones do not
have access to a
computer or tablet.
I do not know how
to use new
technology.
I find it emotionally
difficult to
communicate with
my family and loved
ones.
My family and/or
loved ones do not
use technology.
Other

4

7.55

3

6

2

3.77

2

4

2

3.77

1

2

1

1.89

1

2

1

1.89

1

2

1

1.89

1

2

1

1.89

1

2

Table 7 indicates that prior to COVID, imprisoned people believed that their loved ones
did not face any barriers to connect with them, however, during COVID, prison rules were the
top barrier reported, which is not surprising due to the global pandemic and social distancing
regulations. Distance for in-person visits was reported as one of the top barriers both before and
during COVID (Table 7). Lastly, cost was reported as a barrier, but did not appear to be one of
top barriers, which is surprising considering a main theme of the interviews appeared to be a lack
of monetary resources and the exorbitant cost to use tablets.

Barrier

There are no
barriers.
Distance for inperson visits (My
family and/or loved
ones live far away
from me).

Table 7. Primary Barriers (Loved Ones)
Count Before
Percent Before
Count During
COVID
COVID
COVID
(n=58)
(n=52)

Percentage
During COVID

23

39.66

7

13.46

16

27.59

14

26.92
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Prison rules due to
COVID-19 have
limited the in-person
visits I receive.
Cost and/or
resources for inperson visits (My
family and/or loved
ones do not have
money to pay for
travel, child-care, or
time off from work
to visit me).
I was not in prison
before March 2020.
My family members
and loved ones do
not visit as often due
to COVID-19.
Prison rules make
in-person visits
difficult.
Other

5

8.62

17

32.69

6

10.35

5

9.62

5

8.62

N/A

N/A

1

1.72

3

5.77

1

1.72

4

7.69

1

1.72

2

3.85

Prior to receiving a tablet, tabulations and frequencies in Table 8 suggest that 28.38% of
survey participants reported receiving zero in-person visits, however, after receiving access to a
tablet (and thus alternative forms of connection), 39.19% of survey participants reported
receiving zero in-person visits. Clearly, the count of imprisoned people receiving zero visits
increased after receiving access to tablets, potentially because they had access to video calls and
messaging.

Satisfaction
0 visits
1-5 visits
6-15 visits
16+visits
I do not have
access to a tablet.

Table 8. In-Person Visits
(n=74)
Count Before
Percentage
Count After
Access to Tablet
Before COVID
Access to Tablet
21
28.38
29
18
24.32
16
19
25.68
15
14
18.94
12
2

2.70
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2

Percentage
During COVID
39.19
21.62
20.27
16.21
2.70

Results
Prior to conducting the analyses, I conducted a power analysis to determine impact of the
relatively small sample size on effect sizes. While there does not appear to be clear guidance as
to how to conduct a power analysis for dependent variables with ordinal responses, the ordinal
responses in the survey somewhat mirror continuous responses. Therefore, a power analysis for a
linear regression (with the assumption of continuous dependent variables) was conducted. A
power analysis for a linear regression suggested that the power for a sample size of 78 with 6-10
independent variables and a medium or large effect size with a 0.05 significance level, is 0.99. A
power analysis for a paired t-test suggested that the power for a sample size of 78 and a medium
or large effect size with a 0.05 significance level, is 0.99. A power analysis for a chi-square test
suggested that the power for a sample size of 78 with 6-10 degrees of freedom and a large effect
size with a 0.5 significance level is between 0.88 and 0.93. Therefore, the planned analyses are
appropriate. Note that the below analyses did not include gender as a control variable because
almost all the respondents were male.

Tests of association for frequency of communication, satisfaction with communication, relational
strength, before and during COVID, and barriers to connection
As stated, the non-parametric paired t-test, Mann Whitney U Test (or Wilcoxon Rank Sum
Test) was utilized to test H1, H2, and H3. I hypothesized that imprisoned people would report
communicating with loved ones less often during COVID-19, less satisfaction with
communication during COVID-19, and weaker relational strength during COVID-19. In Table 9,
paired t-tests showed no statistically significant differences for frequency of communication or
satisfaction with communication before and during COVID-19; however, paired t-tests showed a
statistically significant difference for relational strength before and during COVID. While paired
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t-tests cannot speak to the direction of the relationship, it is clear that there was a statistically
significant relationship between the two variables.
Table 9. Non-parametric Paired T-Test Results for Frequency of Communication, Satisfaction
with Communication, and Relational Strength, Before and During COVID
Variables
V-statistic p-value
Frequency of communication before and during COVID (n=74)
73
0.8039
Satisfaction with communication before and during COVID (n=69)
48
0.8845
Relational strength before and during COVID (n=69)
7
0.0026

A chi-square test as well as descriptive statistics were utilized to test H4. I hypothesized
that cost to use tablets would be reported as a barrier for communicating with loved ones (H4). In
Table 10, Chi-square tests indicated that there was a statistically significant difference (p > 0.00)
between the barriers reported by imprisoned people before and during COVID-19, as well as a
statistically significant difference (p > 0.00) between the barriers that imprisoned people believe
their loved ones struggled with before and during COVID-19. This finding is unsurprising
because COVID-19 presented different barriers for connection with loved ones, including
prohibiting in-person visits, and some imprisoned people were provided tablets as an alternative
mode of communication with loved ones (Blogg, McGrath, Galouzis, Grant, and Hoey, 2020;
Collica-Cox and Molina, 2020). As such, this statistically significant difference is not surprising.
Table 10. Chi-square Test Results for Primary Barrier Reported Before and During COVID by
Imprisoned People for Themselves and Their Loved Ones
Variables
X2-statistic
Degrees of
p-value
Freedom
Primary barrier before and during COVID for
189.42
42
0.00
imprisoned people (n=53)
Primary barrier before and during COVID for
81.683
30
0.00
imprisoned people’s loved ones (n=50)

Because a chi-square test cannot fully respond to H4, descriptive statistics (Table 11 and
Table 12) were also utilized to understand the barriers to communication for imprisoned people
and their loved ones. Table 11 shows that the most common barrier, reported by survey
participants in a survey question asking participants to select all barriers that apply to
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themselves, was frustrating technical difficulties, followed by “there are no barriers.” Prison
rules and cost to use tablets were also commonly reported, and while cost was not reported as a
top primary barrier for imprisoned people (Table 6), it was reported as a commonly experienced
barrier in Table 11. Lastly, lack of access to the internet and lack of use of technology were not
commonly reported as issues by survey participants.
Table 11. General Barriers (Imprisoned Person)7
(n=111)
Barrier
Tablets have frustrating technical difficulties.
There are no barriers.
Prison rules make using tablets difficult.
Cost to use tablets (I do not have money on my end).
Cost to use tablets (My family and/or loved ones do not have money).
My family and/or loved ones do not have access to the internet.
My family and/or loved ones do not use technology.
I find it emotionally difficult to communicate with my family and loved ones.
My family and/or loved ones do not have access to a computer or tablet.
I do not know how to use new technology.
My family and loved ones do not respond or communicate with me.

Count
25
21
16
16
12
6
4
4
3
2
2

Table 12 indicates that the most common barrier reported by survey participants asking
participants to select all barriers that apply to their loved ones, was distance for in-person visits,
followed by cost and/or resources for in-person visits and prison rules. While cost was not
reported as a top primary barrier for imprisoned people’s loved ones (Table 7), it was reported as
a commonly experienced barrier in Table 12. The response “there are no barriers” was also a top
item reported, similarly to in Tables 6, 7, and 11.
Table 12. General Barriers (Loved Ones)8
(n=113)
Barrier
7

Count

This table was built from a question concerning the barriers to communication for imprisoned people with no
particular timeframe. Furthermore, the question asked respondents to “Select all that apply” and as such, there are
111 responses.
8
This table was built from a question concerning the barriers to communication for imprisoned people’s loved ones
with no particular timeframe. Furthermore, the question asked respondents to “Select all that apply” and as such,
there are 113 responses.
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Distance for in-person visits (My family and/or loved ones live far away from me).
Cost and/or resources for in-person visits (My family and/or loved ones do not have money to
pay for travel, child-care, or time off from work to visit me).
Prison rules make in-person visits difficult.
There are no barriers.
I find it emotionally difficult to communicate with my family and loved ones.
My child’s caretaker is not always able to bring my child to visit me.
My family and loved ones do not respond to me or communicate with me.

38
29
22
16
4
3
1

In both Tables 11 and 12, imprisoned people report that “there are no barriers” to
connection with loved ones which is unexpected given the interview findings. Because Tables 11
and 12 are derived from a “select all that apply” question, it is possible that respondents
interpreted this to mean that during certain moments, there are no barriers to communication,
considering that most respondents who selected that there are no barriers to communication had
also selected specific barriers to communication.

Predictive regressions for frequency of communication, satisfaction with communication, and
relational strength
While the above paired t-tests were concerned with determining if there was statistical
significance in frequency of communication, satisfaction with communication, and relational
strength before and during COVID-19, the below analyses seek to understand the difference in
responses between demographic groups such as race, age, education, marital status, as well as
between those who have children and those who do not. Scholarly research suggests that the
effect of COVID-19 on demographic groups likely does not change the direction of effects
before or during COVID; however, COVID-19 may exacerbate existing inequalities (Blundell,
Coasta Dias, Joyce, and Xu, 2020; Maxmen, 2021; Van Dorn, Cooney, Sabin, 2020). Therefore,
the following tables report both before and during COVID-19, to understand the differences
between demographic groups during those time periods.
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In H5, I hypothesized that individuals with one or more of the following characteristics:
young age, more highly educated, white, married/in a relationship imprisoned people would
report more frequent communication with loved ones, more satisfaction with connection with
loved ones, and strong relationships with loved ones than those with one or more of the
following characteristics: are older, less educated, minority, and unmarried imprisoned people. In
H6, I hypothesized that imprisoned people who have children would report less frequent
communication, less satisfaction with connection with loved ones, and weaker relationships with
loved ones. Lastly, in H7, I hypothesized that imprisoned people who have served more years in
prison, have a longer full prison sentence, and a higher security classification will report less
communication, less satisfaction with connection with loved ones, and weaker relationships with
loved ones than those who have served less time in prison, have a shorter prison sentence, and a
lower security classification.

Frequency of communication before and during COVID-19
Models 1 and 2 (Table 13) tested the impact of age, race, level of education, marital
status, children, facility security level, years served in prison, and prison sentence in years on
respondents’ reported frequency of communication with loved ones prior to and during COVID19. The intraclass correlation (ICC)9 was calculated in order to determine if there is a potential
cluster effect because the survey respondents were housed in 16 different prison facilities. The
ICC for the empty model in which the dependent variable is frequency of communication before
COVID was 0.20, and the ICC for the empty model in which the dependent variable is frequency
of communication during COVID was 0.09. Ordinal logistic models that account for standard
clustered errors were used in both models in order to account for the possible facility cluster

9

The ICC was calculated as follows: Intercept Variance/(Intercept Variance + Residual Variance) = ICC.
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effect. In addition, variance inflation factor tests were conducted and there was not an indication
of multicollinearity.
Table 13. Ordinal Logistic Regression of Frequency of Communication
(n=59)
Frequency of
Frequency of
Communication
Communication
Before COVID
During COVID
Key main effects
Model 1
Model 2
Age (ref. = 18-39 years old)
0.39
0.75
Non-Caucasian (ref: Caucasian)
1.10
0.97
0.73
0.73
Level of education (ref. = some high school)
Married or In a Relationship (ref. = single
1.25
3.32*
including divorced and widowed)
Any children (ref. = no children)
0.73
0.56
Facility security level (ref. = level 1/low)
0.75
0.93
0.32
0.13
Years served in prison (ref. = less than 5 years)
1.82
1.72
Prison sentence in years (ref. = 0-10 years)
Signif. codes: *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.10 (two-tailed test)
Note: The odds are exponentiated.

While the key predictors did not have statistical significance in Model 1 (Table 13), the
ordinal logistic regression indicated that respondents who are married or in a relationship are
associated with a statistically significant (p<0.05) increase in the odds of reporting a higher
frequency of communication with loved ones during COVID-19 (vs. those who are single,
widowed, or divorced) by 76.85%10 (3.32). The effect size also appears to more than double
during COVID, likely due to the lack of in-person visits and social distancing within the prison.
While this model is concerning frequency of communication, it appears to be aligned with
empirical research that imprisoned people who are married are more likely to report receiving
visits in prison (Connor & Tewksbury, 2015).

10

Percent change throughout the dissertation was calculated as OR/(1+OR) * 100. In this case, 3.32/(1+3.32) * 100.
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Satisfaction with communication before and during COVID-19
Models 1 and 2 (Table 14) tested the impact of age, race, level of education, marital
status, children, facility security level, years served in prison, and prison sentence in years on
respondents’ reported satisfaction with communication prior to and during COVID-19. The ICC
for the empty model in which the dependent variable is satisfaction with communication before
COVID was 0.02, and the ICC for the empty model in which the dependent variable is
satisfaction with communication during COVID was 0.04. Both ICCs are relatively low,
suggesting that there is not likely a cluster effect, and therefore, the model utilized is appropriate.
In addition, variance inflation factor tests were conducted and there was not an indication of
multicollinearity.
Table 14. Ordinal Logistic Regression of Satisfaction with Communication
(n=59)
Satisfaction with
Satisfaction with
Communication
Communication
Before COVID
During COVID
Key main effects
Model 1
Model 2
Age (ref. = 18-39 years old)
2.78+
1.68
Non-Caucasian (ref: Caucasian)
1.43
1.60
Level of education (ref. = some high school)
1.07
Married or In a Relationship (ref. = single
including divorced and widowed)
2.60
Any children (ref. = no children)
1.17
Facility security level (ref. = level 1/low)
1.62
Years served in prison (ref. = less than 5 years)
0.15*
Prison sentence in years (ref. = 0-10 years)
3.10
Signif. codes: *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.10 (two-tailed test)
Note: The odds are exponentiated.

0.91
1.91
0.92
1.15
0.85
1.37

In Model 1 (Table 14), the ordinal logistic regression indicated that respondents for every
proportional increase in age is associated with a statistically significant (p<0.1) increase in the
odds of reporting a higher satisfaction with communication with loved ones during COVID-19
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(vs. the remaining age variables) by 73.55%11 (2.78). The hypothesis did not predict this finding;
however, Tartaro and Levy (2017) discuss the different types of visitation modality, and building
upon that, because older people may have more established relationships with loved ones, they
may be less strained by alternative modes of communication (e.g., tablets, phone, etc.) than
others.
Further, in Model 1 (Table 14), the ordinal logistic regression indicated that for every
proportional increase in years served in prison is associated with a statistically significant
(p<0.05) decrease in the odds of reporting a higher satisfaction with communication with loved
ones after COVID-19 by 13.04%12 (0.15). While there was not a survey question asking
respondents about the nature of their offense, imprisoned people who have served more years in
prison may have committed a more serious offense. Therefore, the finding that those who have
served more years in prison have a decreased odds of reporting higher satisfaction with
communication with loved ones is not surprising given the empirical research findings that
imprisoned people who have committed more serious offenses receive less visits in comparison
with those with less serious offenses (Cochran, Mears & Bales, 2017). Furthermore, those who
have served more years in prison may be less connected to their communities due to their
extended time in prison, and therefore may have lower social capital than those who have spent
less time in prison (Cochran, Mears & Bales, 2017). The key predictors did not have statistical
significance in Model 2 (Table 14).

11
12

This percentage was calculated as follows: 2.78/(1+2.78) * 100.
This percentage was calculated as follows: 0.15/(1+0.15) * 100.
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Relational strength before and during COVID-19
Models 1 and 2 (Table 15) tested the impact of age, race, level of education, marital status,
children, facility security level, years served in prison, and prison sentence in years on
respondents’ reported relational strength concerning their relationships with loved ones prior to
and during COVID-19. The ICC for the empty model in which the dependent variable is
satisfaction with communication before COVID was 0.48, and the ICC for the empty model in
which the dependent variable is satisfaction with communication during COVID was 0.00. The
ICC for before COVID is high, therefore a logistic model which accounts for standard clustered
errors was used. In addition, variance inflation factor tests were conducted and there was not an
indication of multicollinearity.
Table 15. Logistic Regression of Relational Strength
(n=55)
Relational Strength
Relational Strength
Before COVID
During COVID
Key main effects
Model 1
Model 2
Intercept
7.61
13.48
Age (ref. = 18-39 years old)
2.19+
1.71
Non-Caucasian (ref: Caucasian)
1.64
2.32
Level of education (ref. = some high school)
0.95
Married or In a Relationship (ref. = single
including divorced and widowed)
1.10
Any children (ref. = no children)
0.46
Facility security level (ref. = level 1/low)
1.57
Years served in prison (ref. = less than 5 years)
0.28
Prison sentence in years (ref. = 0-10 years)
0.81
Signif. codes: *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.10 (two-tailed test)
Note: The odds are exponentiated.

1.27
1.36
0.33
1.17
0.29
1.27

In Model 1 (Table 15), the logistic regression indicated that for every proportional increase
in age is associated with a statistically significant (p<0.1) increase in the odds of reporting
stronger relationships with loved ones during COVID-19 (vs. the remaining age categories) by
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68.65%13 (2.19). As previously explained, this finding is contrary to the hypothesis. However, it
is possible that older imprisoned people may have been in prison for a longer period of time and
are therefore accustomed to time spent without loved ones and may define their relational
strength differently than their younger counterparts. In Model 2 (Table 15), the key predictors
were not statistically significant.

Tests of association for count of in-person visits and access to tablets
As stated, the non-parametric paired t-test, Mann Whitney U Test (or Wilcoxon Rank Sum
Test) was utilized to test H8. I hypothesized that imprisoned people would report receiving fewer
visits after receiving access to tablets. The paired t-test showed a statistically significant
difference (p < 0.05) between reported visits received by imprisoned people prior to and after
receiving tablets (Table 16).
Table 16. Non-parametric Paired T-Test Results for In-Person Visits and Access to
Tablets
Variables
V-statistic
p-value
In-person visits before and after receiving access to tablets (n=74)
188.5
0.03938
The paired t-test (Table 16) indicates that there is a statistically significant difference
between the reported visits received by imprisoned people prior to and after receiving access to
tablets, and Figure 1 below visualizes the direction and magnitude of that difference. Figure 1
shows the average reported visits before and after receiving access to a tablet and indicates that
imprisoned people received significantly less visits after receiving a tablet. This may be because
imprisoned people and their loved ones prefer out of convenience, cost, or other factors,
alternative forms of connection (e.g., tablets) as opposed to in-person visits. This may also be

13

This percentage was calculated as follows: 2.19/(1+2.19) * 100.
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because some survey respondents received tablets during COVID-19 and were thus unable to
receive in-person visits due to the global pandemic and social distancing regulations.
These findings highlight that providing access to tablets for imprisoned people may have
collateral consequences, such as less motivation for imprisoned people’s loved ones to visit them
in-person and potential prison industry-wide shift from in-person visits to “virtual visits.” A shift
like this may be beneficial for the prison due to minimal preparations required by the prison
(e.g., strip searches, supervision of visiting area, and registering and processing of visitors).
However, this shift would be detrimental to imprisoned people who may benefit from and prefer
in-person visits. It may also be detrimental for their re-entry into society because in-person
connection may strengthen and solidify the relationships needed for housing and employment.

Predictive regression results for in-person visits before and after access to having a tablet
An ordinal logistic regression was utilized to test H9 due to the ordinal nature of the
dependent variable. I hypothesized that imprisoned people who have one or more of the
following characteristics: young age, white, more highly educated, and married/in a relationship
would report that tablets did not impact the number of in-person visits they receive, while those
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with one or more of the following characteristics: older, minority, and less educated people
would report less visits after receiving tablets.

In-person visits before and after having access to a tablet
Models 1 and 2 (Table 17) tested the impact of age, race, level of education, marital
status, children, facility security level, years served in prison, and prison sentence in years on
respondents’ reported in-person visits from loved ones prior to and after receiving a tablet. The
ICC for the empty model in which the dependent variable is in-person visits before COVID was
0.16, and the ICC for the empty model in which the dependent variable is in-person visits during
COVID was 0.03. The ICC for the empty model of in-person visits before COVID is relatively
high, and thus clustered standard errors were used to account for the facility cluster effect. In
addition, variance inflation factor tests were conducted and there was not an indication of
multicollinearity.
Table 17. Ordinal Logistic Regression of Reported Visits
(n=59)
Visits Before Access Visits After Access
to Tablet
to Tablet
Key main effects
Model 1
Model 2
Age (ref. = 18-39 years old)
0.46+
0.57
Non-Caucasian (ref: Caucasian)
0.70
1.14
Level of education (ref. = some high school)
1.39
1.76
Married or In a Relationship (ref. = single
including divorced and widowed)
0.31*
0.61
Any children (ref. = no children)
0.34+
0.58
Facility security level (ref. = level 1/low)
0.89
0.83
Years served in prison (ref. = less than 5 years)
2.59
1.36
Prison sentence in years (ref. = 0-10 years)
2.60*
1.30
Signif. codes: *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.10 (two-tailed test)
Note: The odds are exponentiated.

In Model 1 (Table 17), the ordinal logistic regression indicated that for every proportional
increase in age is associated with a statistically significant (p<0.1) decrease in the odds of
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reporting more in-person visits from loved ones prior to receiving a tablet by 31.51%14 (0.46).
This finding is expected because empirical research indicates that younger imprisoned people are
more likely to receive visits than their older counterparts (Cochran, Mears & Bales, 2017).
Younger imprisoned people may have been in prison for a shorter period of time and may still
have relationships with their immediate families, whereas older imprisoned people may not.
Because younger imprisoned people may be more connected to their immediate families and
their communities, they may have more social capital than their older counterparts (Cochran,
Mears & Bales, 2017).
In Model 1 (Table 17), the ordinal logistic regression indicated that respondents with
children are associated with a statistically significant (p<0.1) decrease in the odds of reporting
more in-person visits from loved ones prior to receiving a tablet (vs. those without children) by
25.37%15 (0.34). This finding is expected because empirical research indicates imprisoned
people with children may not receive visits from their children due to a variety of barriers
(Bloom & Steinhart, 1993) and as such, imprisoned people with children may have reported
weak relational strength due to their imprisonment and subsequent separation from their
children. Cochran & Mears (2013) theorize that the type of visitor may impact the effect inperson visits, and empirical research indicates that children visiting their parents may lead to
anger, sadness, and behavioral outbursts (Casey-Acevedo, Bakken & Karle, 2004), and some
parents may then refuse visits as a result of this.
In addition, in Model 1 (Table 17), the ordinal logistic regression indicated that
respondents who are married or in a relationship are associated with a statistically significant
(p<0.05) decrease in the odds of reporting more in-person visits from loved ones prior to

14
15

This percentage was calculated as follows: 0.46/(1+0.46) * 100.
This percentage was calculated as follows: 0.34/(1+0.34) * 100.
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receiving a tablet (vs. other marital categories) by 23.66%16 (0.31). Model 1 (Table 17) also
indicated that for every proportional increase in prison sentence is associated with a statistically
significant (p<0.05) increase in the odds of reporting more in-person visits from loved ones prior
to receiving a tablet (vs. those with shorter sentences) by 72.22%17 (2.60). Both findings are
unexpected because empirical research indicates that imprisoned people who are married and
with shorter sentences tend to receive more in-person visits (Cochran, Mears, and Bales, 2017).
The survey question asked about imprisoned people’s social situations prior to receiving a tablet
and after receiving a tablet, and as such, respondents may believe that access to tablets may not
change their loved ones’ desire to visit them. This may explain the unexpected survey findings.
Lastly, the key predictors were not statistically significant in Model 2 (Table 17).

16
17

This percentage was calculated as follows: 0.31/(1+0.31) * 100.
This percentage was calculated as follows: 2.60/(1+2.60) * 100.
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION
Discussion of Findings
Overall, the findings in the qualitative and quantitative portions of the study are
complementary and build upon one another. Both portions of the study indicate that tablets are
socially situated in nature, specifically that demographic characteristics, the COVID-19
pandemic, the prison setting, and individual experiences prior to incarceration and after
incarceration, all impact the meaning and reported experiences of tablets for imprisoned people.
The interview findings indicated that the meaning of tablets is mediated by imprisoned
people’s use of tablets which is impacted by their individual and environmental contexts.
Further, tablets are socially-situated in nature, and their impact is mediated by factors inside and
outside of prison. Factors inside of prison include correctional officers’ differing attitudes and
institutional control tactics, prison infrastructure and technical glitches, and institutional rules, all
of which mediating access to tablets. Factors outside of prison include imprisoned people’s preexisting social network/support system, the barriers posed by in-person visits, and a lack of
financial resources. While tablets have the potential to improve behavior due to social control,
decrease the strains of imprisonment, and allow imprisoned people to make plans upon release
from prison, the stated individual and environmental contexts sometimes undermine the meaning
of tablets for imprisoned people.
Some themes, such as costs of and barriers to communication with loved ones utilizing
tablets and other methods, digital literacy, culture shock during re-entry, need for a support
system, correctional officer attitudes, and the power dynamics in prison, were expected from the
interview questions, which were developed based upon previous research. However, some
themes were unexpected, such as: the impact of noise and other hindrances in prison from other

121

imprisoned people, the experience of loss of loved ones while in prison, and the extensive
technical difficulties when utilizing the tablets and the kiosks.
The survey findings too, indicated that tablets are socially situated in nature, and that an
imprisoned person’s demographic characteristics as well the COVID-19 global pandemic, impact
imprisoned people’s access to, use of and experience using tablets for communication. The
survey found via t-tests that there were statistically significant differences between the relational
strength before and during COVID-19, between the barriers reported by imprisoned people
before and during COVID-19, and between the barriers that imprisoned people believe their
loved ones struggle with before and during COVID-19. A t-test also indicated there was a
statistically significant difference between the reported visits received by imprisoned people
prior to and after receiving access to tablets. While the t-tests cannot speak to the direction of the
relationship, there appear to be statistically significant differences.
The predictive regressions had both expected and unexpected findings, in which the
unexpected findings suggest that future researchers may consider collecting quantitative data
first so that the mechanisms of unexpected findings may be more deeply understood in
interviews. Some of the expected findings included married people and those in a relationship
(vs. those who are single, widowed or divorced) were more likely to report higher frequency of
communication with loved ones during COVID-19. This was expected because it appears to be
aligned with empirical research that imprisoned people who are married are more likely to report
receiving visits in prison (Connor & Tewksbury, 2015). Survey findings also indicated that
imprisoned people with children are less likely to report receiving more in-person visits from
loved ones prior to receiving a tablet (vs. those with children). This finding was expected due to
previous empirical research that suggests there are several barriers for imprisoned people to
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receive visits from children due to gatekeepers (Bloom & Steinhart, 1993) among other barriers.
Further, imprisoned parents may experience anger, sadness and behavioral outbursts after
receiving visits from their children (Casey-Acevedo, Bakken & Karle, 2004).
Other expected findings were that imprisoned people who served more years in prison
were less likely to report higher satisfaction in communicating with loved ones after COVID-19,
and that imprisoned people who are older were less likely to report more in-person visits from
loved ones prior to receiving a tablet. Imprisoned people who are older and who have committed
more serious offenses are less likely to receive visits than those who have committed less serious
offenses (Cochran, Mears, & Bales, 2017), and while there was not a survey question asking
about the seriousness of the offense, imprisoned people who have been in prison for a longer
period of time may have committed a more serious offense. It is also likely that imprisoned
people who have served many years in prison may have lower social capital than their
counterparts who have served less time in prison (Cochran, Mears & Bales, 2017).
The survey findings also had some unexpected findings including the finding that older
respondents were more likely to report strong relationships with loved ones during COVID-19
and more likely to report higher satisfaction with communication with loved ones during
COVID-19 (vs. the remaining age variables). While the hypotheses did not predict these
findings, Tartaro and Levy (2017) discuss the modes of visitation, and it is possible that older
imprisoned people may have deeply rooted relationships with loved ones and therefore may be
more able to cope with alternative modes of communication such as tablets. Another unexpected
survey finding was that respondents who were married or in a relationship and those with longer
prison sentences were less likely to report more in-person visits from loved ones prior to
receiving a tablet. Empirical research suggests that imprisoned people who are married and that
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those who have committed more serious crimes (and with presumably longer prison sentences)
receive more in-person visits (Cochran, Mears, and Bales, 2017); however this may be explained
because the survey question asked about imprisoned people’s social connections with loved ones
prior to and after receiving a tablet, they may believe that their loved ones’ desire to visit them is
not impacted by their access to virtual communication.
The survey data quantifies the differences in imprisoned people’s communication
experiences prior to and during COVID-19 and imprisoned people’s visit experiences before and
after tablets, while the interview data provides insights on experiences and barriers utilizing
tablets. Taken together, the interview data builds upon the survey data by explaining mechanisms
and insights that would not have been uncovered in the survey data. While the survey findings
report on frequency of communication, levels of relational strength, and satisfaction with
communication, the interviews expound upon these findings with specific details and
experiences.
For example, in the survey data, many respondents indicated that there were no barriers
to communication with loved ones in “select all that apply” questions in addition to the selection
of actual barriers. While many respondents selected that there were no barriers, the interview
data confirms that imprisoned people faced significant barriers when using tablets for
communication. In addition, the survey data also highlighted the top barriers reported by
imprisoned people, which is not easily deduced from the interview findings. Table 11 indicates
that some of the top barriers reported by imprisoned people for communication with loved ones
include technical glitches, cost and/or resources, and prison rules. The qualitative portion of this
dissertation builds upon these barriers by suggesting that these barriers ultimately undermine
imprisoned people’s access to tablets, and the benefits associated with using tablets to
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communicate with loved ones. Tablets and their features (e.g., messaging, video conferencing,
music, games, books, etc.) have the potential to give imprisoned people the opportunity to
practice healthy coping mechanisms to reduce the strains of imprisonment, to become
rehabilitated and to self-improve. However, access to and the benefits of tablets are mediated by
imprisoned people’s current life in prison and previous life outside of prison, which tend to lead
to the stated barriers.
Technical glitches on the face of it, may appear to be merely an issue with the tablets
themselves. Tablets are socially-situated in a prison context, in which they are built and provided
by prison technology companies who profit from imprisoned people’s communication with loved
ones, and in some instances, are the only technology (wall-mounted phones and video
conferencing platforms) available to imprisoned people. Another barrier, financial cost of tablets,
is not merely related to an individual imprisoned person or individual situation, but rather is
rooted in socioeconomic burdens experienced mainly by minorities in prison (Cochran, Mears &
Bales, 2017). Tablets are only accessible and beneficial if one’s social and socioeconomic
standing in society allows for imprisoned people to spend money on tablets and their features.
Lastly, prison rules were described as a barrier by survey respondents, and this further illustrates
that imprisoned people’s access to and use of tablets is mediated by and can be undermined by
institutional control measures implemented by correctional officers as explained in the interview
findings.
Imprisoned people’s use and experience of tablets prior to and during COVID-19 is
mediated by their demographic characteristics such as their age, parental status, and marital
status, according to the quantitative study. Furthermore, according to the qualitative study, their
use and experience of tablets is also mediated by factors from their previous life outside of

125

prison, such as support system and financial standing and from factors from their life inside of
prison, such as correctional officer attitudes towards imprisoned people and their access to
technology and prison facility characteristics such as noise, lack of privacy, and Wi-Fi issues.
Subsequently, these factors from imprisoned people’s previous life outside of prison and current
life in prison, ultimately impacts their re-entry into society. Their access to and use of
technology, mediated by the aforementioned factors, impacts their digital literacy, job prospects,
and maintaining connections with loved ones who may be helpful after being released from
prison. In conclusion, tablets are socially-situated objects, and thus their use and benefit, depends
upon various mitigating factors.

Limitations and Ethics
The main limitation of this study is the low response rate and the resulting small sample
size of the quantitative portion of the dissertation. While the 13% response rate was in line with
other non-incentive studies (PeoplePulse, n.d.) and there was sufficient power according to the
power analyses. There were changes in the data collection methodology due to COVID-19 and
miscommunications within the prison that led to prison facility staff discarding return envelopes
and returning unopened surveys without providing the surveys to imprisoned people. In addition,
because not all respondents had an equal probability of responding due to the discarding of
return envelopes in some facilities and the refusing of mail in other facilities, the sample was not
random; however, the sample was fairly representative of the U.S. prison population as well as
the ODRC prison population. Additionally, because data collection was delayed due to COVID19, most imprisoned people had access to tablets due to the suspension of in-person visits. As
such, I was unable to compare responses between those who had access to tablets and those who
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did not. On the other hand, I was able to compare the responses of imprisoned people pre- and
post-COVID-19, which was a benefit of the delay.
The quantitative study consisted of the survey that was taken by imprisoned people in
ODRC at one point in time and is thus cross-sectional data. As such, there will not be a clear
time order component. A longitudinal study may have yielded different, and possibly more
reliable, results. A future study with a larger sample size could also consider a hierarchical linear
model to better account for the clustered standard errors due to the group dynamics in prison
facilities. However, I did compare imprisoned people’s pre- and post-COVID-19 responses
concerning their access to tablets. In addition, the results did show empirical associations.
However, I was unable to fully rule out spuriousness though I did control for age, education,
race/ethnicity as these characteristics may significantly impact communication frequency and
visits as noted. In addition, marital status and parental status were controlled for in order to
understand nuances for the married and parent population in prison, and these variables led to
insightful analyses. The full sentence length, the current amount of time spent in prison, and
security classification were also control variables.
I asked ODRC if they were able to provide data on visits and I was informed that their
visitation data is unreliable, and it was suggested to me to gather self-reported visitation data
through the survey. With both survey data and interview data, there may be self-reporting errors.
Because I interviewed formerly incarcerated people, they may not have been able to remember
some of what I ask them about their time in prison. In addition, they reflected on their experience
in retrospect, which is valuable, but they may place a positive or negative tint on their time in jail
dependent on their experiences. In addition, the interview participants may be impacted by social
desirability bias, in which participants may respond in such a way that will be viewed favorably
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by others (Krumpal, 2013). Some interview participants may have wanted to appear progressive
and technologically savvy, and thus may focus on the benefits of tablets in prison rather than the
costs (financial and otherwise) of utilizing tablets. On the other hand, some interview
participants may have become very disillusioned with the criminal justice system and may have
focused on experiences that caused their disillusionment more than their positive experiences
utilizing tablets in prison.
In addition to the stated limitations, there were ethical concerns that were considered. I
surveyed individuals who were a special population, particularly, adults in government custody. I
interviewed individuals who were previously adults in government custody. Thus, I consulted
with my IRB and complied with their guidelines to ensure my survey, interview arrangements,
and the anonymity and/or confidentially of the participants were set appropriately. I sought to
treat those I interviewed with dignity, respect, and sensitivity (Fujii, 2012). I also sought to be
sensitive to indirect harms, particularly psychological harms (Fujii, 2012). I sought to be aware
of and address the power dilemma between myself and the research participants (Fujii, 2012).
Lastly, I used relational interviewing when I interviewed formerly incarcerated people by
treating them as the end, rather than as a means to an end (Fujii, Chp. 1, 2018).
Concerning my positionality, I work in the technology industry, and while my work is not
related to tablets, or the use of technology in prison, I may be biased due to my belief and
motivation for my work that technology can be used as a force for good. I did my best however,
to conduct a thorough analysis of the costs (financial and otherwise) of the use of technology in
prison.
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Implications for Policy, Practice and Theory
The results of this study are incredibly beneficial to administrators at correctional
agencies concerning their decision-making pertaining to adopting the use of tablets in their
facilities as well as their understanding of the barriers of using this new technology. Correctional
administrators may use this research to help to mitigate some of the barriers within the prison
system which undermine the usefulness and benefits of tablets in prison. Some of these barriers
include technical glitches, noise and correctional officer attitudes. Likewise, this research
improves our understanding of digital connections in comparison to in-person connections both
prior to and during COVID-19, in a particularly vulnerable population that lacks opportunities to
connect with loved ones.
It is important to fill this gap in literature in order to determine if more prisons should
provide access to technology and tablets in particular, to imprisoned people, or if prisons should
refrain from doing so. There is little research on the effect of the use of tablets by imprisoned
people on their relationships with loved ones outside of prison. Previously, popular programs
which have not yet been evaluated have become widely adopted; some of these programs have
failed, yet have been deemed “too big to fail,” making it difficult to reverse funding decisions
and public opinion (Papachristos, 2011). In addition, there is also the possibility that policies
which appear to be beneficial might be harmful (McCord, 2003). In this case, it appears that
while tablets have the potential to be useful, there are various barriers which prevent tablets from
being helpful to imprisoned people. This study aimed to begin to fill this gap in literature in order
to help correctional administrators make decisions concerning the adoption of new technologies
in prison and to determine how to best facilitate imprisoned people’s connections with their
loved ones, amidst a pandemic, as well as in the absence of a public health crisis.
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This dissertation also contributed theoretically to our understanding of connectedness
between imprisoned people and their loved ones outside of prison. Americans outside of prison
are digitally connected with one another almost constantly with access to smart phones, and thus
access to digital connections in the form of tablets for imprisoned people may allow for more
frequent communication with loved ones; however, this access is mitigated by both institutional,
interpersonal, and socioeconomic barriers. Tablets alter imprisoned people’s day-to-day lives;
just as constant digital connection has changed the day-to-day lives of Americans outside of
prison. However, these connections are undermined by barriers such as the financial cost of
virtual connections, and the likelihood of receiving less in-person visits in prison due to the
ability to connect virtually. This dissertation’s deepening of our knowledge concerning the use of
technology, specifically tablets, to grow and maintain connections contributes to our theoretical
understanding of communication between imprisoned people and their loved ones.
Regarding socioeconomic barriers, eleven of the fifteen interviewees requested to be paid
via PayPal, while only two requested to be paid via Zelle, which requires a bank account. This
may indicate that many of the interviewees did not have a bank account due to constraints
because of their criminal record or because maintaining a bank account generally has a fee if
account holders do not have direct deposit from income or a significant amount of savings in
their account.
Future studies could focus more specifically of the financial burdens placed on
imprisoned people prior to, during, and after life in prison, especially considering the minimal
income imprisoned people receive in prison and higher prices for basic necessities in prison.
Specifically, future studies can seek more deeply understand of the costs imposed on imprisoned
people (e.g., medical co-pays, commissary items, phone calls, tablets, etc.), its impact on them,
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and on their families who may feel pressured or obligated to provide funds for their loved ones in
prison. Imprisoned people and their families are likely at a low socioeconomic status, and
incarceration may only exacerbate an existing dire financial situation due to the lack of income
and the financial support that may be needed by imprisoned people. Further, formerly
incarcerated people may have difficulty finding employment or legitimate means of income due
to failed background checks due to a conviction, a lack of current skills due to an extended time
in prison, unstable housing and difficulty affording interview appropriate clothing, as well as
other reasons.
In addition, future research could include imprisoned people’s family members as the
subjects to further add to the insights derived from the interviews with people formerly
incarcerated in ODRC. Future studies could also survey and interview correctional officers to
understand their experience supervising imprisoned people’s use of tablets. Further, it would also
be helpful to understand guidance given to correctional officers as to how to enforce rules around
tablets and their own experience of prison culture. Conducting research with correctional officers
as the subjects may also shed light on the mechanisms of institutional control that was illustrated
in this study’s interview findings.
While this study does not specifically delve into tablets being used as a method of social
control, it is apparent that tablets may be used to prevent or decrease violence and to keep
imprisoned people distracted with an activity to do. To some extent, tablets appear to be used to
pacify imprisoned people. Future studies can expound upon this idea by understanding the
motivation and intent of correctional agency administrators for providing and increasing access
to tablets. Further, it would be helpful to understand exactly how tablets are monitored by
correctional staff, who (e.g., correctional agency, prosecutors, police) has access to imprisoned
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people’s communications, and any right to privacy considerations for tablet use and
communications.
Lastly, future research could address the potential collateral consequences of providing
access to tablets for imprisoned people. This study discusses that providing access to tablets may
lead to less in-person visits, though was unable to fully parse out this effect due to COVID-19
and the subsequent limitation of in-person visits. Other potential collateral consequences include
the additional opportunities for disciplinary actions due to tablets being used incorrectly,
additional methods for disciplinary action such as rescinding imprisoned people’s access to
tablets, debt to family members or others for purchasing the tablet and its services (e.g.,
messaging, music, video calls) and the subsequent exacerbation of existing inequalities, and
increased division or hostility within the prison due to some imprisoned people being unable to
afford tablets, and stealing or destroying others’ tablets. There are many potential collateral
consequences that can be explored in future research.
In conclusion, this dissertation sought to understand imprisoned people’s experience
utilizing tablets to communicate with loved ones outside of prison. Interviews with formerly
incarcerated people and surveys from imprisoned people indicate that the meaning of tablets are
such that they are socially-situated in nature, mediated by imprisoned people’s demographic
characteristics, such as their age, time served in prison, relationship status, and parental status.
The meaning of tablets for imprisoned people is also mediated by their use of tablets which is
impacted by factors inside of prison, such as correctional officers’ attitudes, institutional control
tactics, prison infrastructure and rules, and technical issues. Factors outside of prison include
imprisoned people’s support system, in-person visits (or lack thereof), financial barriers and
associated decision-making concerning finances. Therefore, while tablets have the potential to be
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meaningful for imprisoned people’s connections with loved ones outside of prison, their impact
is dependent upon several individual and environmental factors as described in this dissertation.
Tablets are not merely objects with a utility for imprisoned people; rather, tablets are sociallysituated and their benefit depends upon a conglomeration of individual and environmental factors
such as imprisoned people’s demographic characteristics as indicated by the surveys, and by
factors inside and outside of the prison, as expounded in the interviews.
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APPENDIX A: THEORY OF CHANGE DIAGRAM18

18

The “theory for change” diagram can be found in McDougall, Pearson, Torgerson, & Garcia-Reyes, 2017, p. 461.
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APPENDIX B: DIMENSIONS OF VISITATION19

19

The dimensions of visitation table can be found in Cochran & Mears, 2013, p. 256.

135

APPENDIX C: WORD CLOUD
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APPENDIX D: SURVEY ON PAPERSURVEY.IO FORMAT
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